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The distinction between past, present and future 
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1. Introduction 
 
In the ancient cultures of Mesoamerica the feline motif is a recurrent phenomenon. 
Especially in the northern Isthmus of Tehuantepec and its environment, where once the 
Olmec cultures thrived, images of cat-like animals occur frequently. Throughout the years 
many have speculated about the significance of these creatures and the people that 
depicted them. Prominent scholars in the field of Mesoamerican archaeology are 
convinced the felines are connected to the worldview of these ancient people, 
representing Gods, ancestors, or ancient rulers, immortalized in myths and stories (Coe 
1972; Cook de Leonard 1967; Grove 1972). These theories are among the best known 
and the most widely accepted. Some extraordinary examples of the feline motifs can be 
found in the site of Chalcatzingo, situated west of the Gulf Coast region. Here multiple 
carvings of cat-like creatures have been discovered on large rocks and monuments. In 
many ways the reliefs resemble the well-known iconographic style of the Olmec Gulf 
Coast, yet retaining many differences as well. In Olmec art feline creatures are visualized 
in many shapes and forms; elements that are characteristic for humans, birds, or snakes 
are combined with features of a feline, which is frequently called a ‘were-jaguar’ due to 
its composite appearance. In Chalcatzingo the same combinations are visible; the 
depicted felines appear to possess inconsistent elements, such as the beaks of birds, the 
tongs of snakes, and human clothing. Herewith the Chalcatzingo reliefs contain both 
iconographic elements that are characteristic for the Olmec, as well as aspects that derive 
from other regions, indicating its relation in multiple exchange networks (Grove 1987c, 
435-436). 
For many years archaeologists believed that the Olmec culture was America’s 
first civilization, acting as the mother to the entire Mesoamerican cultural tradition (see 
Caso 1942; Coe 1968; Covarrubias 1942). This idea however has been challenged and 
now many scholars see the Olmec as part of a much broader interaction network (see 
Flannery 1967; Grove 1984). In recent years many advancements have been made, but 
the Olmec art, ideology, and the spread of both these aspects throughout a relatively large 
region continue to be well debated issues among contemporary archaeologists (see 
Flannery and Marcus 2000; Flannery et al. 2005; Diehl 2004; Joyce and Henderson 2010). 
However, although the type of exchange between de Olmec region and its surrounding 
areas still remains a subject of debate, there can be no dispute that interregional contacts 
were present; the prominent Olmec iconography exceeds its previously defined borders 
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and is present throughout a large part of Mesoamerica (Grove 1997, 84-85). Among the 
present images the feline is one of the best known and frequently depicted motifs in 
Olmec iconography, and has become an icon for the ancient culture and its ideology. This 
creature is believed to be a vital component of the worldview of the region’s inhabitants 
and is therefore a logical choice for examining the latter concept. Herewith the site of 
Chalcatzingo is taken as a case study, because of its abundantly present and well-
preserved feline imagery. The following question is central in this study: 
 
How are the feline motifs in the Formative Olmec region, in particular the ones found in 
Chalcatzingo, Morelos, Mexico, connected to the worldview of the inhabitants of the 
area? 
 
This research hereby contributes to the understanding of the worldview and perception in 
Formative times and also provides significant information on the cultural exchange of 
ideas, myths, and ideology in the region. In order to reach the goal that has been set for 
this study, a new iconographical interpretation is developed on the feline images of 
Chalcatzingo, by examining and re-evaluating former theories in combination with new 
and un-biased data, the method of which will be explained further in this chapter. 
Complementary to this approach, a comparison is made between the feline images of 
Chalcatzingo and similar iconographical depictions from other Formative Olmec sites, 
including La Venta, San Lorenzo, Río Chiquito, Potrero Nuevo, Laguna de los Cerros, 
Juxlahuaca, and Oxtotitlán. By intensively studying and comparing the various feline 
depictions a broader comprehension of the meaning and underlying ideas and ideologies 
is accomplished, as well as an overview of the aspects and/or ideas that correspond and 
differ between the separate cultural groups, which benefits the general understanding of 
the Olmec civilization(s) as well as help in solving the general discussions in 
Mesoamerican archaeology, regarding the exchange networks of the ancient Olmec.  
 
 
1.1 Approach of research 
 
While investigating the feline iconography many scholars have been preoccupied with the 
exterior appearance of the material and the meaning it conveys. The aspect that has not 
been given enough attention however, is the way in which the material presence of the 
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images affected the people that had created them. According to Tilley (2006, 60) the 
concept of objectification is at the heart of all studies of materiality. To investigate the 
nature of materiality itself the objectification perspective, which studies the manner in 
which the objects or material forms are embedded in the life worlds of culture and society, 
is of great importance. This approach can thus be related to the feline imagery of the 
Olmec sites that are involved, since it is potent to understand how the images are 
embedded in the lives of the inhabitants and what meaning their existence held to them, 
because human life and material are intertwined and cannot be viewed apart. Both 
Hollenback and Schiffer (2010, 314) and Ian Hodder (2011, 155-164) argue for this 
notion. They state that human life is a material life, in which humans depend on things 
and vice versa. Several scholars have attempted to interpret the reliefs and monuments at 
Chalcatzingo, but largely with a focus on the exterior appearance of the sculptures and 
with less regard to the way they influenced the people that made them. The differences in 
style between the several carvings however indicate that they were not made by one and 
the same person. Also, it is evident that the mountains where Chalcatzingo is situated 
were seen as an important place over a very long period of time, as is shown by the large 
period of occupation and the number of paintings and reliefs found on the rock surfaces, 
as well as the continuing use of religious altars in the mountains. The longer occupation 
of the site shows that there was continuity in both ideology and material practices, which 
reinforces the idea of the human-thing entanglement described by Hodder (2011). The 
approach taken in this research has therefore moved away from the focus on materiality 
and concentrate instead on the significance the feline images portrayed for the ancient 
inhabitants of Chalcatzingo and the Olmec area. 
The question that needs to be posed however is whether or not it is even possible 
to get around the focus on the material, when all there is left today is the material itself. 
The feline images occur in many different forms, such as larger and smaller sculptures, 
reliefs on monuments and rocks, and cave paintings. Besides these known objects there 
may have been organic materials as well (i.e. wood, bone, etcetera) that were lost through 
time. It is however not clear what the relation is between the materials/techniques and the 
images, and stylistic analysis alone will not fully answer these questions. Therefore the 
problem needs to be approached from a different side. According to Rosemary Joyce 
(2004, 5-6), many actions are the result of unforeseen consequences, made by actors of 
which the initial intention could not be achieved. In Mesoamerican archaeology however, 
developments of more recent times are often used to explain aspects of the past, which 
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does not incorporate unintended elements of human action, since the causality is wrong. 
Therefore, building on earlier work by Vitelli (1999) Joyce states Mesoamerican 
archaeologists need to look forward instead of looking back, meaning that something in 
the present will not be able to fully explain something from the past. When applying these 
ideas to Olmec feline iconography the main question is no longer about the meaning of 
the feline images, but about what significance the images had to the people and why they 
evolved, for instance for the creation of social relations. To shed light on these aspects, 
two hypotheses will be investigated in relation to the feline imagery of Chalcatzingo and 
the Olmec area. The first will be to examine whether the images have a pertinent 
connection to the idea of nahualism, which is a well-known concept in Mesoamerica, and 
the second will research a possible association to the idea of ‘corporate art’ and therewith 
the distribution of power in Olmec societies. These terms will be explained later on. 
 
 
1.2 Methods of research 
 
The current research consists out of three aspects: library research, fieldwork in 
Chalcatzingo, and an iconographical analysis.  
 In order to achieve the goals that have been set library research is an essential 
method in providing background information to the topic of interest, as well as the 
material needed for comparison of the Chalcatzingo motifs and the various feline images 
throughout the region. The existing knowledge of Olmec iconography is an essential tool 
in determining the amount of these images, and it has provided the resources necessary 
for the comparison between the various sites and areas. Previous scholarly studies have  
been used to assess the ideas and theories; by determining the line of thought of the 
various researchers that are involved we can learn many things about the constitution of 
our own ideas. Due to a constriction in time, written sources have also been used as 
primary sources for several sites and materials involved in this research, including 
imagery from the Formative Olmec sites mentioned earlier. Although previous conducted 
studies thus provide a large part of the data, these sources were used with caution and 
with the knowledge that academic interpretations are always based on the personal ideas 
of the involved scholars and the schools from which they originate. 
Although much has been written about the reliefs of Chalcatzingo by Carlo T. E. 
Gay (1966), Carmen Cook de Leonard (1967), and David C. Grove (1968, 2008), 
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fieldwork at the site was an essential element of the research. The feline motifs, located 
on reliefs III and IV, and monuments 31 and 41, have been photographed and drawn, 
since the drawing of the (slightly degraded) images equals interpretation. Therefore the 
reliance on existing drawings would have been uncritical and biased. Also, monuments 
31 and 41 have been uncovered in more recent years and have not been extensively 
documented yet. In order to gain an understanding in the history and lay-out of 
Chalcatzingo, as well as a general comprehension to Mesoamerican excavation methods, 
fieldwork at the site was conducted from the 25th of May to the 25th of June 2012. The 
fieldwork in Chalcatzingo has been executed under the direction of Mario Córdova Tello 
(project leader) and Carolina Meza Rodríguez (excavation leader). Afterwards, the 
obtained data was analysed through a comparison with the known theories and 
interpretations as well as with feline images of other sites and area’s, the information of 
which was obtained through the aforementioned literature research. As was mentioned 
before, the feline images have been approached from the perspectives of ‘nahualism’ and 
‘corporate art’. These ideas are known in the field of Olmec iconography, but have been 
scarcely used in Chalcatzingo, and will therefore provide new ideas and insights.  
 The iconographical analysis of the research includes the use of literature in 
comparison with the data obtained from personal experience and the documentation of 
the feline imagery in Chalcatzingo. For this the iconographical investigation method of 
Panofsky (1939) has been used. In his work studies in iconology he proposes an analysis 
that is based on three steps: the primary or natural subject matter, the secondary or 
conventional subject matter, and the intrinsic meaning or content. The first concept is 
what Panofsky calls a ‘pre-iconographical description’, in which the reader must identify 
pure forms, such as objects and events. The second step is about the identification of 
images, stories, and allegories. Additional to the recognition of motifs from the first step, 
the themes and concepts of the iconographical representation will be connected to known 
subject matters; for example a person nailed on a cross could represent Jezus. The third 
and last step is determining the underlying principles, or ‘symbolic values’ of the 
portrayed images. In essence this last step goes beyond the iconographical representation 
itself and uses the imagery to gain an understanding on the person, place, or time that 
created it. These three notions combined have formed important steps in determining the 
way the feline imagery of Chalcatzingo and the Olmec area is connected to the ideology 
and the lives of the people. By using Panofsky, a new step by step approach has been 
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accomplished, in which the author has returned to the basis of iconographical 
interpretation, allowing for a new and more complete analysis of the Chalcatzingo felines.  
 
 
1.3 Contents 
 
The contents of this paper is as followed: first a theoretical framework is provided. Since 
concepts are often hard to define due to varying ideas and notions of the many scholars 
that are involved, it is important to render a thorough definition of the most important 
concepts used in this research. Chapter 3 gives an overview of the Olmec culture as it is 
known today, which provides background information to the cultural and geographical 
setting, the development of research, the mother-culture debate, and Olmec worldview. 
Much emphasize is put on the Gulf Coast area, since this region is used as a basis of 
comparison. The next chapter therefore provides an equal amount of information on the 
site of Chalcatzingo, its history of research, and the context of the carvings, which is 
needed to obtain a better understanding on the site and its people. Chapter 5 focuses on 
the most relevant Olmec iconographical elements, in order to establish a fundamental 
basis for the analysis of the research. In chapter 6 the feline motifs of Chalcatzingo are 
elaborately described and discussed, as well as a (briefer) explanation of similar 
iconography in the Gulf Coast area and Guerrero. An initial comparison of the data 
relates these images to each other, with a discussion of their possible significance. 
Together these steps provide the first and second level of Panofsky’s iconographical 
analysis. The subsequent chapter then provides a discussion of all the gathered data, with 
the evaluation and application of the concepts of ‘corporate art’ and ‘nahualism’, which 
renders the third level of analysis of the feline motifs of Chalcatzingo. The last chapter 
contains some concluding remarks and observations. 
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2. Theory in focus 
 
This chapter provides an explanation of various important concepts that were used within 
this research, and the theories and ideas that are connected to these subjects. 
 
 
2.1 Olmec 
 
As will be made evident in the following chapters, the term ‘Olmec’ is not without 
contradictions. According to David Grove (1984, 17) the definition was often very vague, 
since there was not much information on Gulf Coast societies. The Olmec style therefore 
was defined on the basis of the material culture, and later on changed meaning to define 
the entire Olmec cultural tradition, which was thus solely based on stylistic characteristics. 
A similar style of portraying however is also present outside the borders of the previously 
defined ‘Olmec region’. It stands without question that style is not parallel to culture, and 
that not all settlements portraying similar iconographical characteristics can be described 
as belonging to the same culture. It is therefore potent that the concept ‘Olmec’ is 
thoroughly defined for the purpose of this research.  
Both Joyce and Henderson (2010, 187), and Grove (1997, 88) point to the fact 
that the term ‘Olmec’ is in more recent years often used for different contexts: either the 
archaeological culture from the Gulf Coast area, or the style of portraying that is present 
in a much larger region. In some cases both of these options are used interchangeably 
when a scholar is convinced the Olmec style of portraying derives from the Olmec culture 
in the Gulf Coast. For this research the term ‘Olmec’ will solely be used for the art style 
that is present in a large part of Mesoamerica, and not for the Gulf Coast culture. It is the 
author’s belief that Formative Mesoamerica was divided into many different chiefdoms 
with an interregional exchange system, since the archaeological record shows the 
existence of many sites, each with both iconographical similarities and local variation 
(Miller 2012, 44-47). It is therefore uncertain where the Olmec style of portraying 
originated. Neither is there evidence that the Gulf Coast culture existed before the rise of 
surrounding settlements. Therefore the terms ‘Olmec heartland’, which is used to indicate 
the Gulf Coast culture, and ‘Olmec frontier’, defining the cultures outside this area that 
portray the same style, will not be used. In earlier years scholars have proposed to name 
these cultural traditions ‘Early horizon’, because around 1200-1150 BCE an increase in 
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interregional exchange is visible, leading to the widespread Olmec style (Flannery and 
Marcus 2000, 11-12) The concept of ‘horizon’ however does not necessarily seem to 
apply here, since it suggests the existence of one shared cultural tradition. Although it is 
evident that Formative settlements shared both an iconographical, as well as an 
ideological system, this is not enough to ascribe them to one culture. Instead the terms 
‘Olmec heartland’ and ‘Olmec frontier’ will be replaced by either the name of the site, 
when referring to specific findings (e.g. La Venta, Chalcatzingo), or the area, when 
discussing a larger geographical region (e.g. Gulf Coast area, Olman). Subsequently, with 
the ‘Olmec region’ is meant: the entire geographical area in which the Olmec style can be 
found. 
 
 
2.2 Style and iconography 
 
Now that the borders have been set for the definition of ‘Olmec’, it is important to 
describe what exactly encompasses the ‘Olmec style’. In order to achieve this, first the 
concept of ‘style’ itself must be explained. Ian Hodder (1990, 45) argues that style is 
primarily a way of doing. Wiessner (1990, 106) adds to this that style is a means of 
communication and that we should focus on the communicative aspects of style as a way 
of doing, since ‘a way of doing’ is to broad, and also Wobst (1999) states that style is 
about conveying information and that it extends the reach of communication. All three 
scholars seem to make a fair point. Mesoamerican iconography is not only a way of doing 
(i.e. a way of thinking, creating, and visualising), but also a way of communicating; both 
direct, in the sense of the direct transference of information, and indirect, by transmitting 
a certain sense of identity (i.e. religion, origin, or culture). A style can therefore be 
defined as a visualized way of communication; a concept that encompasses both 
appearance and meaning.  
The difference between style and iconography is in this case limited to the fact 
that iconography is style, but style is not necessarily iconography. For instance, an 
undecorated ceramic vessel is made in a certain style that can communicate aspects, such 
as origin or identity, but cannot be regarded as iconography, because it does not contain 
any signs. The latter notion is determinative for the concept of iconography, as will be 
explained further on. 
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In essence the iconographical representations made on rocks and stones in the Olmec 
regions, among which the feline motifs, can be seen as a figurative language, even though 
they do not classify as pictorial scripts. As is stated in an article by Jiménez and Smith 
(2008, 30), scholars often ignore the first 2000 years of literacy development in the area, 
which presumably derives from Olmec traditions. The article even goes as far as to state 
that the division between prehistory and history is ‘unnecessary limiting’. From a 
Mesoamerican viewpoint this is a valid notion, since the pictorial script did not jump into 
existence on a specific moment, but was developed through time. The Olmec reliefs form 
in this light an overlap between literacy and non-literacy; a development towards writing.  
 Olmec iconography can thus be seen as a written language in the sense that 
specific elements convey a certain meaning. It is this aspect that also defines the Olmec 
style in general; the use of similar iconographical elements that transfer similar ideas. 
Examples of these reoccurring elements in the Olmec style are: the St. Andrews cross, the 
double merlon, the sky band, and the serrated eyebrow, which will be described in 
chapter 5. Although a certain similarity in exterior appearance is also determinative for 
the Olmec style, the iconographical elements are what characterizes ‘Olmec’. Herewith 
the notion must be added that a ‘pure Olmec style’ does not exist. In contradiction to 
earlier beliefs, there is no centre of the Olmec culture, or a single civilization influencing 
others, but rather a network of shared stylistic elements that were subject to local 
variation (Flannery and Marcus 2000). 
The aspects mentioned above are what can be seen as ‘iconographical elements’, 
since iconography consists of symbols that convey meaning. As has been discussed in the 
previous chapter, the ideas of Panofsky (1939), regarding iconographical analyses, are 
central for the approach in this research. Additionally, for the definition of the concept 
‘iconography’, this paper will follow the ideas of Peircean semiotics. Instead of 
visualizing iconography as an assemblage of meaningful symbols, which is usually done 
in conventional archaeology, Peircean semiotics is based on the notion that an ‘idea’ and 
a ‘sign’ are not parallel to each other; a symbol does not contain meaning, but is given 
meaning, and is therefore interpretation bound, rather than based on perception alone 
(Hoopes 1991, 7). A certain sign thus needs to be evaluated in a certain context. This 
approach seems to apply better to Olmec iconography, because it encompasses the notion 
of variation, which is very relevant in an interregional exchange system of such 
measurements. This is contrary to for instance Lockian ideas on semiotics, which 
assumes meaning to be immediate (Hoopes 1991, 7). If iconography is seen as an 
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assemblage of symbols with inherent meaning, these symbols are actually given meaning 
by archaeologists and will be translated universally, leading to a static image in time and 
space.  
The question that remains then is what is being communicated through Olmec 
iconography and how we can translate this to understandable terms. The point where both 
Hodder and Wiessner seem to agree on is the fact that there is a certain ambiguity to style, 
or even a contradiction. Also Wobst (1999, 122) refers to ambiguity when he states that 
style both liberates and enslaves at the same time. Hodder suggests however that the 
ambiguity also lies in the archaeologists attempts to interpret style and translate the 
general trends to individual events. One could argue what the meaning of these changes is, 
the symbolism behind the general trend, and the result for individual events. Hodder 
(1990, 50) states on the other hand that style has “multiple, contradictory meanings that 
do not exist in the style, but only in the style as used in social contexts. Style does not 
have “a” meaning, but is part of the process creating meanings”. This corresponds to the 
ideas that iconography is bound to context and interpretation. Following this line of 
reasoning it would be both impossible and pointless to find a singular meaning in the 
exchange system of Olmec style. Style does not convey one message; the general purpose 
of a certain style is not parallel to individual events. Instead we should focus on the kind 
of information we can get from a stylistic analysis, rather than searching for a clear 
definition or meaning behind style (or iconography), as Wiessner (1990) has already 
suggested. Besides this fact we must realize, as was also stated by Hodder, Wobst and 
also Conkey (2006), that style is not static, but dynamic; always in motion. When 
analysing style we need to take variation into account, because it is essential to style itself. 
This research therefore focuses on what can be derived from the exchange of Olmec style 
in the context of feline iconography. These notions correlate with the previously 
discussed ideas of working forward and variation in symbolic meaning. 
 
 
2.3 Feline imagery  
 
As is visible in iconographic representations, animals formed an important part of the 
lives and ideologies of ancient Mesoamerican societies. In many cases these animals are a 
combination of several different entities, forming highly composite creatures. Most of the 
animals for these assemblages consist of humans, snakes, birds, and felines, while the 
 17 
remaining images mostly show fish, reptiles, and arthropods (Miller 2012). The most 
frequently depicted entity in many Middle American civilizations is the serpent, which 
has been represented in various shapes and sizes (Luckert 1976, 65-66). In contrast to this 
notion, the Olmec culture has always been regarded as representing felines, rather than 
serpents. This notion can be found in many well-known scholarly research on the Olmec 
culture. For instance Bernal (1969, 99) believes the jaguar to be the totem of the Olmec 
civilization, where the creature would have a certain symbolic status that is inherent to the 
identity of Olmec people. This extensive focus on feline imagery is present in much of 
the early Olmec archaeology. Perhaps the reason for this interpretation can be found in 
the history of research in the region, where George C. Vaillant was the first who defined 
the characteristics of the Olmec style, declaring the jaguar as being the essential element 
in the corresponding cultural framework (Bernal 1969, 30-31). Afterwards, this notion of 
the jaguar as leading characteristic was never abandoned. It must be noted therefore, that, 
although the feline is certainly well represented, several other animals (i.e. serpents and 
birds) appear abundantly in Olmec images and the designation of ‘most important’ seems 
to be based on the interest of the archaeologists rather than on concrete evidence. It is 
therefore important that no preconceptions are held about the significance of the animal.  
In Olmec iconography the definition of ‘feline’ is not so straightforward as it 
seems, since in many cases elements from different animals are combined in various 
degrees. From this perspective, the line between ‘feline’ and ‘non-feline’ becomes a 
vague area, that is not only caused by the way the creatures are depicted, but also by our 
lack of knowledge on Olmec iconography. It seems therefore that the current categories 
of ‘feline’, ‘serpent’, etcetera, were not made by the Olmec themselves, but by the 
archaeologists that interpreted them. Consequently, it is unclear where the boundary of 
the term ‘feline’ must be drawn. For the purpose of this research an image will be called 
‘feline’, when the main constituent of the creature is cat-like in nature, for instance felis 
serpentina instead of serpens felinus (following a Latin ‘genus-species’ structure of 
classification). This, of course, means that the depicted animal is often not only feline, but 
encompasses aspects of other animals as well.  
 In many cases it is also not evident which feline is portrayed. There are five 
different cat species living in the Olmec region: the jaguar (Felis onca), the puma (Felis 
concolor), the ocelot (Felis pardalis), the margay (Felis wiedii), and the jaguarundi (Felis 
jaguarondi) (Coe 1972, 2). According to Michael Coe (1972, 1-2) Olmec iconography 
mostly depicts the jaguar and the puma, since they are the largest of the felines, and 
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possibly played a major role in the lives of the Mesoamerican natives. Also, the margay is 
very rare and is not often seen. Although the jaguar and the puma are likely candidates, 
we cannot rule out the other three species based on either size or occurrence. In many 
societies smaller and less dangerous animals can hold a significant meaning as well as the 
bigger ones, and neither does rarity necessarily indicate that the animal was not depicted, 
since it could also mean that the animal was special and possessed an important status. 
Therefore, if the specific species cannot be identified, any of the five cat species should 
be considered a possible candidate for the image in question. However, not all five 
species are present in every part of the Olmec region, so it is likely that the depicted 
felines may represent for instance jaguars in one culture and jaguarundi’s in the other. 
This does not necessarily have a parallel correlation to either the exchange or meaning of 
the depicted animals, since the inhabitants could have easily related the exchanged 
ideology to their own surroundings and slightly changed the outer appearance of the 
feline to accommodate to their natural environment.   
 
 
2.4 Memory and narrativity 
 
The next terms that need some clarification is the concept of ‘memory’, and the related 
idea of ‘narrativity’, since these notions are part of the construction of ideologies and are 
therefore needed in determining the way in which the feline images are embedded in the 
worldview of the Olmec people. As was previously discussed, the time dept of the 
Chalcatzingo carvings and other Olmec monuments suggests the existence of continuity, 
and therefore memory. According to Halbwachs (1980, 50-51) a distinction can be made 
between personal or individual memory, encompassing what has happened in ones own 
life, and social or collective memory, referring to the combined memory of a group (for 
instance historical events). Especially the latter is of interest here, since the continuing 
use of similar iconographical and ideological elements in the Formative Olmec style 
indicates the existence of a strong social memory. Jiménez and Smith (2008, 41) point in 
their article to the close relationship between orality and literacy. As previously discussed, 
Olmec iconography can be regarded as an early form of figurative writing. Perhaps the 
images, being part of social memory, helped in retaining the mythical stories. This idea is 
strongly connected to the concept of narrativity. In this research the term ‘narrative’ 
refers to a story that is being communicated through any means, while ‘narrativity’ can be 
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defined as “the quality or condition of presenting a narrative” 
(www.oxforddictionaries.com, 29-04-2013). In a recent article Wertsch (2008, 121-122) 
speaks about the ‘instrumental distribution’ of social memory, in which spoken and 
written sources are used to create a collective image of the past. This idea can be applied 
to the reliefs of Chalcatzingo and other Olmec imagery, which are often believed to 
portray certain stories, pertaining to the worldview of the inhabitants. Studies have 
pointed out the importance of narratology (the study of narratives) in other Precolonial 
Mesoamerican societies, such as the Maya culture (Tedlock 1986), providing a basis of 
comparison for the use of narratives in the creation of memory.  
Wertsch (2008, 122-123) distinguishes to types of narratives: specific narratives 
and schematic narrative templates. The former term refers to specific actions and events 
that occurred at some moment in the past, while the schematic narrative templates 
encompass more general ideas. Especially the latter concept is of relevance here, since the 
templates, as stated by Wertsch (2008, 123), “can produce replicas that vary in their 
details but reflect a single general story line”. The Olmec style has a wide distribution and 
many differences are visible, while the general iconography seems to refer to the same 
ideas and worldviews. It is therefore plausible that the Olmec imagery coincides with the 
concept of schematic narrative templates, and thus reflects a general ideology as well as 
local variation. Memory is created as well as maintained and is therefore subject to 
change (Kuijt 2008, 173). The continuing use of the Olmec style and ideology through 
time and space does not mean that the practices will remain static. Continuity shapes and 
reshapes; it is a means of retaining, but in order to retain it must evolve. By approaching 
the Chalcatzingo carvings as being part of a schematic narrative template, more insight 
will be gained into the temporal and spatial aspects of Olmec iconography, as well as the 
significance of the images themselves to the inhabitants of the site, by relating them to the 
concept of collective memory. 
 
 
2.5 Corporate art 
 
For the third, symbolic, level of interpretation the concepts of corporate art and 
nahualism are central, and are used to develop an interpretation regarding the influence of 
the feline imagery on the daily life of the Formative Olmec inhabitants. The first of these 
concepts can best be explained with an example from South America. In 2004 Garth 
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Bawden wrote an article named the Moche Art of Politics, in which he explained the 
political meaning and development behind art among the Moche societies in Northern 
Peru. According to Bawden (2004, 118) the Moche leaders used art and architecture to 
ascertain their political power, for both art and architecture convey social meaning. The 
rulers were able to use their urban environment as a source for political control over a 
relatively long period, stretching from 300 to 600 CE, during the Middle Moche phase 
(Bawden 2004, 123). 
 For the Moche people the physical world played a central role in the formation of 
social structures. As with many Precolonial societies within the Americas, natural 
phenomena were usually ascribed to spiritual forces, which were elaborately retained in 
various narratives, explaining their relation with the human civilization and their 
surroundings (Bawden 2004, 116-117). From the article of Bawden (2004, 119-121) it is 
made evident that many Andean societies were based on communal affinities, which is 
expressed in their artistic behaviour. The shared history and kinship ties in combination 
with the expression of diversity and competition allowed for the formation of a strong 
hierarchical system. Within the artworks this resulted mainly in the depiction of sacrifice 
and battle, which would reinforce the sense of both community and competition among 
the inhabitants of the settlements (Bawden 2004, 125-126). The ideological conceptions 
of the Moche people were being expressed in the form of rituals. Shamans played a vital 
part in these events, forming the bridge between the human and the spirit worlds. In the 
Middle Moche period the role of shaman was taken over by the rulers, with which they 
confirmed their ritual status and reinforced their political position; with the use of art, in 
which the leaders were portrayed as shamans and mythical heroes, the leaders placed 
themselves in the centre of Moche ideology and emphasized their individual significance 
to the society (Bawden 2004, 124-125). Herewith they also created a responsibility 
towards larger problems, which could have been the cause for the demise of the Moche 
civilization. Ice core research shows a series of great droughts in the Moche area at the 
time of its collapse, that may have been blamed on the leaders, causing the political 
system to fall (Bawden 2004, 127-128). 
 As is shown in this research, the concept of corporate art can also be applied to an 
Olmec context and may provide an explanation for the development of the extensive 
ideology that is present in the region. This theory will be elaborately discussed in chapter 
7.  
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2.6 Shamanism and Nahualism 
 
The second term that is significant for the final analysis is the concept of nahualism. 
Since the latter notion is considered a shamanistic ability, a clear definition of shamanism 
is needed first, due to the many controversies that exist about the term. Throughout the 
years many scholars have studied shamanism, resulting in the existence of several parallel 
as well as contradictory explanations. Originally the concept derives from the Eastern 
Siberian term for ‘spirit-medium’ (Eliade 1964, 4). Building on the Siberian and Central 
Asian cultures especially the work of Mircea Eliade (1964) has proven to be influential in 
determining the religious framework of shamanism, in which he advocates the magical 
flight of shamans initiated by ecstatic techniques. It can be stated however that Asian 
conceptions should not be used as a basis for native American worldview, since the 
cultural traditions of Formative times have evolved beyond comparison. Scholars have 
voiced their critique on the generalizing definition of shamanism, which would not 
incorporate the many nuances that are present among American societies (Klein et al. 
2002, 399). One must realize that temporal and spatial variation would have allowed for 
the evolution of ideologies and rituals, making a direct correlation with other societies 
dubious. Nevertheless, it can be stated that Mesoamerican cultural traditions are related to 
each other through migrations and exchange networks, and share certain ideological 
conceptions and practices. For the purpose of this research the term shamanism is 
therefore used as an overlapping term, indicating these practices. Herewith the definition 
of Morris (2006, 19) is used, who has defined shamanism as followed: “a shaman [is] a 
person who is able to control the spirits. What is crucial is not the 'ecstatic magical flight', 
as a visionary journey, but the ability to contact and possess spirits, so that a dialogue or 
relationship can be established between the spirit and the local community”. Morris 
herewith emphasizes the communicative aspect of the shaman and the spirit world, which 
has proven to be significant within Mesoamerican societies.  
The idea of nahualism is strongly connected to shamanistic beliefs. This concept 
refers to the ability of certain individuals to transform themselves into their animal alter 
ego, and derives from the Aztec word nahualli, which signifies ‘something that is 
disguised’ (Furst 1968, 166-167). Often the term ‘nahual’ is also used to ascribe a 
person’s animal companion, due to confusing use of the term by Spanish colonists (Klein 
et al. 2002, 392). In an early Spanish record from 1600, written by Juan Bautista (in 
Brinton 1894, 14), the nanahualtin (plural form of nahualli) are described as “sorcerers”, 
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who can control the weather, perform magic, and transform themselves into an animal of 
choice. Although this description clearly derives from biased contemporary Christian 
ideas, it is evident that the described “sorcerers” are in fact shamans, linking the concept 
of nahualism to shamanistic practices. Within Spanish records however, the term nahualli, 
being linked to “witchcraft” in the mind of the colonists, was then used for many 
practices that incorporated so-called sorcery (Klein et al. 2002, 392). Within this research 
‘nahualism’ will refer to the transformation process only, which in itself is related to 
shamanism.  
 Together with the concept of corporate art, these notions of shamanism and 
nahualism are applied to the Olmec feline iconography after a thorough description and 
interpretation of the imagery in question, and provide the basis for the third level of the 
iconographical analysis. 
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3. The Olmec cultural tradition 
 
This chapter provides background information on the Olmec cultures in order to position 
the current research in its relative timeframe and location. Since the Gulf Coast area is 
used as a basis of comparison and also possesses the largest history of archaeological 
excavations, an emphasize is put on this specific region, in which the development of 
research is explained, as well as important debates in the field of Olmec studies.  
 
 
3.1 Cultural and geographical setting 
 
The most well-known part of the Olmec region is situated in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, 
an area forming the thin stretched boundary between the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific 
ocean (figure 1). The name ‘Olmec’ is derived from the Aztec cultural tradition (1325-
1521 CE), who designated the Gulf Coast area of Southern Veracruz and Tabasco Olman, 
or Ulman; a Nahuatl term for ‘the land of rubber’, while the people that inhabited the 
region were referred to as the Olmeca (Pool 2007, 4-5). Although conventionally the 
Olmec region is regarded to be around 18.130 km² in size (Bernal 1969, 17), the 
exchange network of the Olmec style and/or ideology is much larger, spreading as far as 
Honduras (Joyce and Henderson 2010).  
Although the precise subdivision of time differs per region and thus must be 
approached with caution, the Precolonial Mesoamerican cultural area from the Archaic 
age onwards can be categorized into three major periods: The Formative period (2000 
BCE – 300 CE), the Classic period (300-900 CE), and the Postclassic period (900-1521 
CE). The Olmec style can be positioned in the Early and Middle Formative period, lasting 
from approximately 1500 to 400 BCE (figure 2) (Pool 2007, 6). The Olmec people that 
inhabited the area around the time of the Aztec culture are however unrelated to these 
prehistoric inhabitants, who are believed to be Mixe-Zoque speakers with unknown 
cultural origins (Miller 2012, 25). 
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Figure 1: Map of southern Mexico, showing the location of the Olmec Gulf Coast region  
and surrounding areas  (Gillespie 2008, 8). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: The division of the Formative periods per region  (Pool 2007, 7). 
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Although the Olman must have been occupied for a longer period of the time, the first 
archaeological findings in this area can be dated to approximately 5100 BCE. During this 
period a region 15 km South of the Gulf Coast was inhabited by farmers (Diehl 2004, 23). 
At the end of the second millennium BCE regional variation becomes visible, and around 
1500 BCE the first Olmec traits, mainly in the form of clay figurines, can be found in the 
Olman, as well as Guerrero and Oaxaca (Bernal 1969, 107). It still remains a point of 
debate where and when the Olmec style originated. Ceramic comparison with a complex 
civilization, located at the Pacific coast of Chiapas around 3350-3200 BCE, suggests the 
Olmec style may have been derived from this area (Grove 1997, 74; Diehl 2004, 25). It 
could also have emerged with the arrival of the Mokaya immigrants, who allegedly 
brought better quality maize and early social organization (Diehl 2004, 25). Grove (1997, 
74) however states that the dataset is too small for accurate comparisons. Also Richard 
Diehl (2004, 25) believes the information on the period preceding 1500 BCE is too scarce 
for any definite answers. Nevertheless he suggests the style may have originated among 
the local population of the area, without significant influences from abroad. It remains 
evident however that the Olmec style was distributed over a relatively large region, as is 
for instance visible from the Olmec style monuments discovered in Guatemala (Bernal 
1967, 139). It is therefore possible that it did not have a particular point of origin, but 
evolved throughout the years by continuing exchange networks, adopting many local 
variations in the process.  
Around 1200 BCE complex oriented settlements and large monumental structures 
arose, along with a more elaborate social stratification (Bernal 1969, 111). The settlement 
of San Lorenzo came at its prime between 1150 and 900 BCE, after which it lost its 
population and many monuments were destroyed. Flannery and Marcus (2000, 3) suggest 
this may have been caused by competing chiefdoms, but not much evidence is given for 
this theory. Around 600 BCE the population was partially restored, which lasted 200 
years before the settlement came to a definite end (Flannery and Marcus 2000, 3). During 
the hiatus of San Lorenzo, La Venta became increasingly prominent. The latter settlement 
has an occupation history dating back to 1200 BCE, but only became the dominant 
capital around 900 BCE, which it remained for over four centuries. Radiocarbon dating 
shows that La Venta was constructed in four major construction phases between 1000 and 
600 BCE, and was eventually abandoned 200 years afterwards (Diehl 2004, 60). 
According to Diehl (2004, 61) the size of La Venta’s ceremonial centre indicates that the 
ritual and religion dominated the lives of the inhabitants. Although it is reasonable to 
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assume that religion played a large role in early Olmec times, it must be stated that size is 
not absolute proof for significance and the influence of ideology on the population is 
relative and should not be generalized. What the increasing size in ceremonial centres 
does indicate however, is that there must have been an increase in combined workforce 
and thus the existence of social hierarchy. After its cultural climax, also the site of La 
Venta declined. The cause for this phenomenon is still unknown, but the region remained 
unoccupied for a longer amount of time. Possibly the area was temporarily uninhabitable 
due to natural causes (Diehl 2004, 81). 
During the last Olmec phase, often named the Epi-Olmec period, the site of Tres 
Zapotes arose, which is usually regarded as succeeding La Venta as the capital of the 
Gulf Coast area (Diehl 2004, 181). Not much is known from this period, but it is 
characterized by the emergence of the script in the Western half of the Olman (Coe and 
Diehl 1995, 13). Some scholars, such as Richard Diehl (2004, 81), are convinced the 
Olmec civilization ends during this period. The diverging opinions on the matter are 
mainly caused by differences in the definition of ‘Olmec’. According to Christopher Pool 
(2007, 243) the art style of the Olmec ends after the decline of La Venta, but the Epi-
Olmec culture is still Olmec in nature, since cultures are bound to change over time. It 
seems difficult to designate a specific end to the Olmec style, also because it differs per 
region, but it can be stated with relative certainty that the style of portraying in the Gulf 
Coast area changed after approximately 400 BCE. 
Unfortunately, less is known about the historical development outside the Gulf 
Coast area, especially regarding Early Formative times. In general, this period is 
characterized by the development of agricultural settlements, as well as monumental 
sculptures (Sanders and Price 1968, 26-27). In the current state of Guerrero many Olmec 
artefacts have been found (Grove 1970, 8), which indicates a pre-existing contact and 
exchange network between the two regions. In the valley of Mexico and Morelos the 
massive ceremonial centres of the contemporaneous Gulf Coast area cannot be found 
(Grove 1987c, 434). Instead, these regions are characterized by smaller settlement 
patterns. The areas, however, seem to have been part of a mutual exchange system, 
named the ‘Tlatilco culture sphere’ by Grove (1987c, 440), after the Formative site 
located at the banks of the Texcoco lake. This site was inhabited during a period ranging 
from 1500 to 300 BCE, and Olmec influences are visible within this site as well.  
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3.2 The development of research  
 
The first Olmec artefacts were uncovered during the 18th century, although they were 
frequently grouped under vague geographical area’s or various different cultural 
traditions baring similar exterior characteristics (Bernal 1969, 28). The term ‘Olmec’ was 
in this period exclusively used to refer to the historical inhabitants of the Gulf Coast area. 
The first publication of an Olmec artefact was made by José Maria Melgar y Serrano in 
1868. It concerned a colossal stone head that was discovered six years earlier in what is 
known today as Tres Zapotes (Bernal 1969, 29). Several more publications of various 
Olmec objects were made afterwards, the origin of which remained unknown until the 
beginning of the 20th century. During this period an interest arose in the mysterious art 
style, inspiring a new generation of scholars (Bernal 1969, 30). Marshall H. Saville 
noticed the similarities between the various uncovered artefacts and was convinced they 
belonged to a previously unknown art style (Stirling 1967, 2). Also Blom and La Farge 
focused their work on the publication of this newfound style, naming a monument from 
San Martin Pajapan an ‘Olmec idol’. It was Saville however who ascribed the term 
‘Olmec’ to the cultural tradition (Bernal 1969, 30).  
 George C. Vaillant conducted fieldwork in the valley of Mexico between 1928 
and 1932, where he uncovered several jade and ceramic artefacts resembling the style that 
was named ‘Olmec’ by Saville (Stirling 1967, 3). In light of the recent developments 
Vaillant defined the characteristics of the Olmec style and declared the jaguar as being 
the essential element in the corresponding cultural framework (Bernal 1969, 30-31).  
 In 1938 the first excavations in the Olmec region were conducted in Tres Zapotes, 
lead by Mathew Stirling of the Smithsonian Institute. In following years he excavated 
multiple other locations, such as La Venta, Cerro de las Mesas, and several sites along the 
Chiquito river, together with Clarence Weiant and Philip Drucker (Stirling 1967, 4). 
These studies indicated the presence of a completely undiscovered civilization, situated in 
the Southern Gulf coast area. The research that was conducted here by Stirling, Drucker, 
and Weiant constituted the foundation of contemporary Olmec archaeology (Bernal 1969, 
31). Building on these developments, the Mexican artist and specialist in the area of Pre-
Columbian art, Miguel Covarrubias, created the early principles of Olmec iconographical 
studies and herewith brought the art style under the attention of many archaeologists 
(Diehl 2004, 18). 
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During the second round table in 1942, the Sociedad Mexicana de Antropología 
discussed the problems revolving around the definition of the ‘Olmec society’ and its 
chronological position. The concept of ‘Olmec art’ was changed to ‘culture’, 
simultaneously creating a new confusion on the distinction between the ancient 
Precolonial Olmec civilization and the historical inhabitants of the Isthmus. The term 
‘Olmec’ however had gotten embedded in the literature at such a degree that the term 
could no longer be altered (Stirling 1967, 5-6). 
 After the second World War a new generation of archaeologists arose, among 
which Wedel, Heizer, Squier, Contreras, Medellín, Piña Chan, and Coe, whose research 
contributed much to the contemporary knowledge on the region (Bernal 1969, 32). The 
focus in Olmec archaeology shifted from monumental aspects to stratigraphical research 
(Piña Chan 1989, 27). The scholars were possibly driven by the continuing debate on the 
antiquity of the Olmec civilization. In 1944 a research was conducted in Tabasco and 
Campeche to determine the eastern border of the Olmec “empire”, during which Stirling 
discovered the site of San Miguel, while San Lorenzo was uncovered in the adjacent year 
(Stirling 1969, 6). Eventually, in 1955, Drucker, Heizer, and Squier gathered C14 
samples from complex A in La Venta. This, then new, technology proved that the site 
was already inhabited around 1200 BCE (Stirling 1967, 6). For a long time Olmec 
archaeology remained dependent on the recovered data from the latter expedition, since a 
clear stratigraphical sequence was lacking, that would explain the complexity in the site 
of La Venta (Grove 1997, 65). This situation changed drastically when Michael Coe and 
Richard Diehl started a research project in San Lorenzo, that would last three years. With 
new radiocarbon data they possessed proof of an Olmec period that predated La Venta 
complex A (Coe 1968; Grove 1997, 65). 
 During the 1970s the excavation of major sites was replaced by regional surveys 
on the borders of the Gulf Coast region (Grove 1997, 68). This shift in research 
development was probably caused by the emergence of New Archaeology, in which  
more value was assigned to investigations regarding the coherence of various sites and 
areas. This is when David Grove started elaborate excavations in Chalcatzingo, at the 
western border of the Isthmus (Grove 1984). Also iconographical investigations on the 
Olmec style were extended, among others by Joralemon (1971; 1976), who listed and 
categorized the many iconographical elements that are present within Olmec monumental 
art, including the sites located outside the Gulf Coast area. 
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In the decennia afterwards the research from previous years was expanded, and again new 
studies were conducted in larger sites, such as La Venta, El Manatí, and San Lorenzo 
(Grove 1997, 68-72). These investigations have significantly enlarged our knowledge on 
the Olmec region, i.e. with new chronological sequences from San Lorenzo that surpassed 
previous knowledge on construction phases in La Venta, more insights into Olmec social 
organisation and the role of the leader, and more research on architectural elements 
(Grove 1997, 72-78). Also in more recent times new influential works have been 
published, among others by Pool (2007), Diehl (2004), Flannery and Marcus (2000), 
Reilly (2000), Joyce and Henderson (2010), and Tate (1996; 1999), and new 
excavations and research have shed light on the Olmec cultures and their 
extensive exchange network, including the current Chalcatzingo project, which 
will be discussed later. 
 
 
3.3 The Olmec mother-culture debate 
 
The Olmec culture has been the subject of debate since the discovery of the first Olmec 
colossal stone head in 1862. Over the years scholars became divided into two groups, 
while debating the influence and power of the Olmec civilization.  
This giant debate in archaeology derived from a former discussion about the 
antiquity of the Olmec culture in the 1940s. At the beginning of the 20th century 
American archaeology was dominated by the cultural-historical approach, which focussed 
intensively on the classification of objects and the chronologies of sites. Archaeology of 
the Olmec area therefore consisted mainly of the collection of impressive artefacts and 
the investigation of individual settlements. When the Olmec civilization was discovered 
many refused to believe such a highly developed society could predate the Maya’s, hence 
a strong division between two groups of scholars existed; the first was convinced that the 
Olmec civilization was the oldest culture in Mesoamerica, while the second considered it 
to be a relatively recent branch of the well-known Maya civilization (Bernal 1969, 31; 
Coe 1968, 60). Eventually the antiquity of the Olmec culture was proved with the 
discovery of radiocarbon dating. The scholars who had formerly believed in the Olmec as 
first civilization did not let go of their ideas about the expansion of the Olmec culture and 
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continued to envision the Olmec as the mother-culture of all Mesoamerican civilizations, 
while inspiring many of their students with their work (Stirling 1967, 6). 
After 1960 Mesoamerican archaeology changed due to the emergence of 
processualism. More interest arose around processes of social activity and the 
development of civilizations (Green 2002, 52). During the 70s archaeologists began 
conducting regional surveys at the borders of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, where they 
encountered the remains of cultures that had lived contemporaneous with the Olmec 
(Grove 1997, 68). A new generation of scholars arose, who believed that the Olmec Gulf 
Coast society developed beside many other societies as a sister culture, sharing a mutual 
ideological system. Many of the researchers who had fought for the antiquity of the 
Olmec however did not agree with the new perspectives. This first group, often referred 
to as the ‘Olmec-centrists’ or ‘traditionalists’, strongly believe that the Olmec culture is 
the mother-culture of all Mesoamerican societies. The second group, de non-
traditionalists, believe that the Olmec were part of a complex of multiple civilizations, 
where they lived as primus inter pares (first among equals) among their sister cultures. 
(Grove 1997, 53-54; Pool 2007, 16-17).  
 
The standpoint of the non-traditionalists seems to be more convincing on these matters. In 
earlier times the Olmec-centrist standpoint was understandable, since the antiquity of the 
Olmec civilization had to be proven. Today however there is little evidence for the 
influence and power the traditionalists ascribe to the Olmec. It is evident that that the 
Olmec style influenced neighbouring area’s, but in what extent can the Olmec style be 
ascribed to the Olmec culture? David Grove (1984, 17) states the mother-culture debate is 
mainly caused by problems in the definition of the Olmec culture. As previously 
mentioned, the Olmec style was defined on the basis of the material culture, which lead to 
circular reasoning. The Olmec influence outside the Gulf Coast region was proved 
because the Olmec style was defined by characteristics that were also present outside this 
area. Instead there could have been a wide distribution of a religious symbolism, which 
was shared among various cultures.  
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3.4 Olmec cosmology 
 
The following subchapters hereby discuss the general ideological conceptions of the 
Olmec cultures, to the extend that this is known, and describe the social organization in 
Formative times.  
 
 
3.4.1 The Olmec universe 
 
Even though the study of Olmec iconography has revealed many aspects of cosmological 
beliefs, there is still much controversy about the personification of gods and spirits and 
the spirit world itself, caused by the lack of written documents in the relative timeframe 
and the absence of direct cultural continuity of the Olmec civilization. Knowledge on 
Olmec ideology is therefore derived from three separate sources: iconographical evidence, 
obtained from various artefacts, Spanish colonial accounts of later Mesoamerican cultural 
traditions, and contemporary ethnographical research among native inhabitants (Diehl 
2004, 98). The conclusions that are drawn from these sources of information are based on 
the continuity hypothesis, that presumes the existence of a common Mesoamerican 
cosmology (Joralemon 1976, 58-59). This theory is partly based on the former Las Limas 
hypothesis, that presupposes Olmec polytheism, dualism, and the continuing use of 
Olmec deities in later periods (Joralemon 1976, 29-33). Although these notions revolve 
around the evolution of ideas and images, they do not incorporate true historical and 
spatial change, since every Mesoamerican deity can be traced back to an Olmec prototype. 
This idea is very consistent with the mother-culture standpoint and thus should be treated 
with caution. Also Saunders (1994, 106) warns against the comparison between different 
cultures, since similarity in form does not necessarily indicate similarity in meaning. 
Nevertheless, it has become evident that a general consistency exists between the Olmec 
worldview and other well-known Mesoamerican civilizations, such as the Aztec, Mixtec, 
Zapotec, and Maya societies (Reilly 1999, 1). These cultures perceived the universe 
around them as layered, in which a division between three separate worlds was made: the 
sky, the earth, and the underworld (Diehl 2004, 100). These layers were not seen as 
separate constructions, but were connected with each other through the central axis 
mundi; the world tree, and the four cardinal directions (Reilly 2000, 380). As with many 
Mesoamerican civilizations, Olmec cosmology was based on the natural environment of 
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the inhabitants, which was used to represent all the layers of the universe (Reilly 1990, 
17-18). Within this mix of natural and supernatural, visible and spiritual, the cosmic 
layers were symbolized by four animal categories (Reilly 1990, 20-22). The sky realm is 
defined by creatures that fly, usually predatory birds, the earth is the domain of the 
humans or animals that walk, and was often depicted as a saurian creature, and the 
underworld, located under the surface of the water, was inhabited by swimming predators. 
The last category can be defined as ‘creatures that crawl’, such as snakes and iguanas. 
According to Reilly (1990, 21) the latter were seen as travelling between the realms, since 
they could be found on the surface, within the earth, or under the water. These animal 
representations however most often consist of a combination of multiple animal 
characteristics, forming new composite creatures that symbolized the existing layers of 
the universe (Joralemon 1976, 37). 
In Olmec iconography many divine creatures are thus portrayed, but it still 
remains unknown whether they can be regarded as specific reoccurring deities (Diehl 
2004, 101). Joralemon (1971, 35-86) distinguished ten primary gods, that are listed under 
their most evident physical characteristics, although in a more recent article he diminishes 
this number to a total of six gods within three iconographical groups, in accordance to the 
Las Limas hypothesis (Joralemon 1976, 33). Some depicted creatures are portrayed in 
various occasions, pointing to the existence of individual entities. The iconographical 
elements that Joralemon assigns to the Olmec deities however, appear to be present in 
different contexts as well, making specific identifications hard to establish. Although the 
exact categorization of the Olmec gods remains dubious, a certain consensus is clearly 
visible. However, since Olmec cosmology is based on the natural surroundings, it must be 
noted that the representations and symbolism of the Olmec spirits most likely varied 
among different societies, according to their environment. 
 
 
3.4.2 Representing the spirit world 
 
These ideological concepts of early Mesoamerican civilizations have been well 
represented within the Olmec cultural traditions. From the feline iconography in the 
Olmec Gulf Coast region, the were-jaguar is the most commonly depicted, in which 
typical feline features are often combined with aspects of humans, birds or serpents 
(figure 3) (Bernal 1969, 98-99). The animals are believed to portray cat-like facial 
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features, such as a snarling mouth and feline fangs, and occasionally possess a so-called 
cleft on their foreheads (Diehl 2004, 104). According to some scholars this V-shaped 
element derives from the jaguar, who has a furrow running along the top of his head, 
formed by the folds of his loose scalp (Coe 1972, 2). Next to these feline features the 
animals also contain several iconographical elements such as crossed eyes or serrated 
eyebrows, which will be explained later.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Stone axe from the British museum, portraying a were-jaguar with serrated 
eyebrows, a V-shaped cleft, and toothless gums (Bernal 1969, plate 49). 
 
The identification of the were-jaguar remains dubious however. Although the represented 
images show clearly a combination of various anthropomorphic and zoomorphic elements, 
they could refer to other species in the Olmec area (Reilly 1990, 16-17). Karl W. Luckert 
(1976) is convinced that many of the Olmec iconographical features could in fact be 
interpreted as depicting serpents, rather than felines, which would correspond with the 
general consensus of animal representation in Mesoamerica. According to Luckert (1976, 
3-4) the problem of false interpretation was caused by the lack of Mesoamerican religious 
insights from Western scholars. In his work he indicates several monuments that 
allegedly depict serpent imagery, among which relief I from Chalcatzingo, which 
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possibly represents an earth serpent (Luckert 1976, 46). Luckert bases this interpretation 
on indigenous accounts of the La Venta region, where the mountain ridges were indicated 
to be giant snakes; Luckert relates this notion to La Venta complex C, which is believed 
to portray a volcano, and names the creature ‘the volcanic earth serpent’ (Luckert 1976, 
41-44). Other scholars argue the images represent toads rather than felines (Furst 1981; 
Kennedy 1982) The V-shaped cleft and flamed eyebrows would coincide with the 
appearance of toads (Kennedy 1982, 274). According to Furst (1981, 157-158) scholars 
have taken the absence of teeth as indication for the young age of the creatures, as 
representation of human infants. He believes the “were-jaguar” mouth however to 
symbolize the toothless jaws of a toad, which can be associated with earth symbolism. 
Although, as previously mentioned, the excessive focus on feline imagery seems to be too 
abundant, since no definitive evidence can be given for the overruling importance of the 
feline, the evidence for dominant serpent or toad symbolism is not convincing either. 
What needs to be considered is the evident mixing of zoomorphic characteristics within 
Olmec art. More likely the “were-jaguar” is a composition of multiple animals, as is 
common in Mesoamerican societies. In some cases, the creature possesses not only the 
well-known facial characteristics, but also feet and hands that end in claws, which 
indicates that feline symbolism is present as well. 
Some scholars, such as Matthew Stirling (1955, 19-20), Michael Coe (1972, 5-
11), and David Grove (1984, 130), are convinced the composite feline images represent 
the offspring of both jaguars and humans, indicating a special Royal descent lineage. This 
interpretation is partly based on ideologies from other cultural traditions. Since all 
Mesoamerican cultures shared a general line of ideology it is possible that a certain 
continuity in mythological narrations was present as well. This is however difficult to 
ascertain, since there are no historical records on the Olmec civilization. Nevertheless 
similarities are visible within the iconographical evidence.  
The latter interpretation is linked to the ideological representations on the well-
known La Venta throne-altars (figure 4). These massive monuments show a scene, in 
which a human figure is seated in a niche, holding a child. Throughout the years many 
scholars have theorized about the meaning of the depicted scenes, ranging from sacrificial 
to dynastical interpretations (Bernal 1969, 58; de la Fuente 1996, 46; Grove 1972 161-
162). What is most evident about the iconography is the fact that the human child is not 
so much human as it is zoomorphic, baring feline facial characteristics. Michael Coe and 
David Grove are therefore convinced these were-jaguars represent the aforementioned 
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offspring of the jaguar and the human (Coe 1972, 5-11; Grove 1984, 130). According to 
Coe (1972, 5-11) the scenes on the La Venta throne-altars may be related to the 
Mesoamerican creation myth. According to the Aztec origin narrative the firegod had 
four children, the Tezcatlipocas, who were the creators of (among others) the fifth and 
present world, and the common people that inhabit it. The latter creation shows the 
inherent difference between the divine descent lineage of the Tezcatlipocas, and the one 
of the commoners. At the end of the first sun Tezcatlipoca was kicked out of the sky by 
his brother Quetzalcoatl, after which he fell into the sea and turned into a jaguar. From 
this story Coe (1972, 5-11) argues that the myths of the Mexica (and also those of the 
Maya) originated from the Olmec culture and that the feline characteristics of the Olmec 
were-jaguars refer to Tezcatlipoca and his divine offspring. From this perspective the La 
Venta throne-altars show the rise of the leader from the otherworld, in which the depicted 
rope symbolizes kinship (Grove 1981, 61).   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Throne-altar 4 from la Venta, showing a human figure rising from the mouth of 
an animal, while holding the rope of kinship  (www.wikipedia.org, 19-03-2013). 
 
Throne-altar 4 (figure 4) clearly shows that the human figure (in this occasion without 
child) arises from the mouth of an animal. These creatures are known to symbolize 
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natural caves, which form gateways between the natural and spiritual worlds of the 
Mesoamerican cosmos (Joralemon 1976, 37-38; Reilly 2000, 382-383). Similar 
representation of this animal can be found throughout the Olmec region, each of which in 
relation to the otherworld. There is still much controversy about the identification of this 
gate creature. Scholars have named it jaguar-monster, Olmec dragon, earth crocodile, or 
avian serpent (Grove 1972, 159-161; Joralemon 1976, 37-38; Reilly 1994, 10-11; Taube 
2004, 113-114). According to Reilly (2000, 383) this creature is visualized in two 
variants, a terrestrial and celestial dragon, which can be portrayed from either the front, 
like the creature of altar 4 in La Venta, or from the side (figure 5). Both variants share a 
number of common elements, such as the gum bracket motif, a V-shaped cleft, and the 
serrated eyebrow (Reilly 2000, 383). Joralemon (1976, 37) has listed this creature as God 
I, which is believed to be connected to the earth, the water, and fertility. Stylistically it 
seems that many variations exist in the various regions of the Olmec area. Therefore the 
identification of the animal species is not as relevant as its significance. Even though the 
appearance of the creature changes through time and space, the general significance 
seems to remain the same, judging from the similarities in iconographical elements. This 
reinforces the notion of a strong shared ideology in the area.  
  
 
Figure 5: An incision on a ceramic vessel from Tlapacoya, showing the image of the 
‘Olmec dragon’, viewed from the side  (Reilly 2000, 384).  
 
 
3.4.3 Social organization 
 
The mother-culture debate is closely connected to a related discussion about the Olmec 
political organisation. Many traditionalists believe the Olmec civilization comprised a 
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state-level political system (Pool 2007, 20). Some even argue that they controlled an 
extensive empire through political and economical domination of neighbouring 
civilizations (see Bernal 1969, 188-189). The non-traditionalists on the other hand often 
claim that the Olmec society was organised in various chiefdoms, a concept that can also 
be observed among other Mesoamerican civilizations. A massive Olmec empire would 
therefore be an abnormality in the region, which is not sustained by a convincing 
argumentation, since there seems to be very little evidence for a military and political 
domination (Sanders and Price 1968, 126-128). Architectural activities in La Venta 
suggest that the Olmec population was not large enough to provide an army capable of 
such a vast political power. A chiefdom model would be a more logical presumption, and 
is sustained by more evidence. Most Olmec settlements are much smaller than those of 
the Maya, the political system of which is known to have been organized into chiefdoms. 
Even the Olmec capital settlements, such as San Lorenzo and La Venta, are hardly any 
bigger (Pool 2007, 20). 
Pool (2007, 21) argues this discussion is mainly caused by inconsistencies in the 
definition of states and chiefdoms. The criteria that some scholars ascribe to the 
formation of an early state correspond to the characteristics Sanders and Price (1968, 42-
44) assign to chiefdoms, for instance the notion of an hierarchical order and the kinship 
based power of the leader. Many traditionalists claim the Olmec controlled an empire to 
support their own standpoint. A central power namely fits the image of the Olmec as 
mother-culture better than a chiefdom model. However, so far no evidence has been 
found that would indicate war-fare between the areas, neither is there any proof for a 
central political power. Between the various Olmec sites there seem to exist many 
regional differences. A system of independent chiefdoms would support these findings 
better. According to Kent Flannery (1967, 79-80), Formative cultures are being labelled 
as ‘Olmecoid’ to rapidly. He ascribes the stylistic similarities in these areas to 
interregional contacts, which have nothing to do with migrations or invasions. The region 
was probably part of a much wider exchange network, in which various societies 
influenced each other. This early distribution of Olmec art and culture could have been 
the result of the diffusion of religious ideas, like Bernal proposes (1969, 108).  
 
Especially the ‘cult of the leader’ is visible in the ideological representations of Olmec art, 
which accounts for the strong source of power traditionalists ascribe to the development 
of an early state. According to Grove (1984, 122) the personification of rulers in 
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monuments and smaller figurines indicate that the leader was a central element within 
Olmec societies. The control over supernatural forces that was previously conducted by 
shamans, had shifted to the role of the leader. In iconographical representations this status 
was visualized by representing a leader as the axis mundi, with which he would be 
identified as part of the cosmic centre (Reilly 2000, 387-389). In these depictions leaders 
are believed to be the link between the natural and supernatural worlds (Reilly 1990, 18). 
Such symbolism can for instance be found on a well-known jade celt from Río Pesquero, 
which shows a person surrounded by the four cardinal points (figure 6). The vegetation 
sprouting from his head would represent feathers with a trefoil plant, or perhaps maize, 
which can be related to the world tree (Reilly 2000, 387-389). It must be noted however 
that this interpretation remains uncertain. The same depiction from Río Pesquero is 
interpreted by Diehl (2004, 87) as representing the Maize god rather than an Olmec leader. 
Nevertheless it seems that the rise of a social hierarchy is reflected in Olmec style art, 
where many portrait-like images arise, such as the Olmec stone heads, together with 
monumental architecture and growing settlements, showing the development of a 
fundamental power in the region. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: An engraved jade celt from Río Pesquero, possibly showing a leader 
represented as the axis mundi  (Reilly 2000, 388).  
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4. The site of Chalcatzingo 
 
Since now a valid basis is established for the Olmec Gulf Coast area and its direct 
surroundings, a similar discussion provides the necessary background information for the 
site of Chalcatzingo. Here the cultural and geographical setting is discussed, as well as 
the history of research and the context of the most relevant carvings for this research. 
 
 
4.1 Cultural and geographical setting 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: The Cerro Delgado and the Cerro Chalcatzingo, between which the site of 
Chalcatzingo is located. At the far left the Cerro Jantetelco is partly visible. 
 
The site of Chalcatzingo is situated in the river valley of the Amatzinac-Tenango, which 
is located in the state of Morelos, about 27 km southeast from Cuautla. Within the valley 
several volcanic mountains are present, two of which form the eastern boundary of the 
site (figure 7). These mounts are named the ‘Cerro Delgado’ and the ‘Cerro 
Chalcatzingo’ (also called the ‘Cerro de la Cantera’). A third mountain, the ‘Cerro 
Tenango’, is situated south, and another, larger, landmark, called ‘Cerro Jantetelco’, lies 
some kilometres in the opposite direction. The river valley can be regarded as a 
topographic isolated unit, that was formed through depositions from the great volcano 
Popocatepetl, situated roughly 100 km north of the site (Grove et al. 1987, 8). The river 
Amatzinac flows at the east side of the two prominent mountains, where it is joined by 
smaller streams, one of which is sprung near the site of Chalcatzingo. At times the 
Amatzinac cuts deep into the riverbanks, creating steep ravines of rock (figure 8). The 
accessibility of the river however is low, and the region is relatively dry compared to the 
western part of Morelos (Grove et al. 1987, 8). Within the valley a temperate climate 
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prevails, with an average temperature of about 15-20° Celsius (Grove et al. 1987, 9). No 
large cavern systems are present in the region, but several caves and shelters characterize 
the surface of the mountains and the river slopes, which range from 1 to several meters in 
depth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8: The river Amatzinac, flowing east of Chalcatzingo. 
 
The site is similar in its occupation history to Tlatilco. Cyphers Guillén and Grove (1987, 
56-62) differentiated five general phases during the Formative period of Chalcatzingo, 
based on radiocarbon dating and ceramic studies: the Amate phase (1500-1100 BCE), the 
Barranca phase (1100-700 BCE), the Cantera phase (700-500 BCE), the Late Formative 
period (500-150 BCE), and the Terminal Formative period (150 BCE -150 CE). The site 
remained inhabited until the Postclassic period, when many great architectural works 
were created. 
In the valley of the Amatzinac various others signs of occupation are visible as 
well. Northeast of the Cerro Delgado, the remnants of a settlement are located, known 
today as Tetla. Here many stone structures are visible that have yet to be investigated, but 
could represent equally elaborate temple structures as are present in Chalcatzingo (figure 
9). In 1974 a single household was excavated at the site, which was dated to the Middle 
Postclassic period (Norr 1987, 400-408). Examination of the other mount architecture in 
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Tetla together with yearly surveys of surface ceramics have pointed to an occupation 
ranging from the Late Classic to Middle Postclassic period, although a smaller amount of 
sherds from the Middle Formative period has been discovered as well (Grove and 
Cyphers Guillén 1987, 54). Subsequently, excavations were conducted at two other sites 
in the valley: Huezulco, situated north from Chalcatzingo, and Telixtac at the south. Both 
sites have an occupation history from the Middle Formative to Postclassic period 
(Majewski 1987, 368-375). Also on top of the Cerro Tenango many degraded stone 
structures can be found (figure 10), that may have belonged to a ceremonial centre, 
judging from the somewhat difficult accessibility of the location. These examples make 
clear that Chalcatzingo was not the only inhabited location in the area, and interaction 
between the different sites seems evident.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9: Stone structure found in Tetla. 
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Figure 10: Stone structures located on top of the Cerro Tenango. 
 
In a broader context, Formative Chalcatzingo (1500 BCE – 150 CE) seems to have been 
involved in various interregional interaction networks. The ceramic evidence from the 
site shows similarities with the Tlatilco cultural tradition located west and the las Bocas 
style from the east, while a lesser extent of the sherds shows Olmec iconography (Grove 
1987c, 434). According to Grove (1987c, 435) these findings suggest that the site of 
Chalcatzingo was part of the Central Mexican culture. However the monumental 
structures as well as jade artefacts show a clear Olmec style of portraying, which 
contrasts with the conclusions based on ceramic evidence. The Formative Chalcatzingo 
architecture on the other hand, consisting of long platform mounds, cannot be definitively 
linked to any other area. Similarities are present between the later period mounds and the 
contemporaneous Gulf Coast region, but according to Grove (1987c, 435) evidence of 
interaction between these areas in earlier phases is absent, while the first mound 
architecture dates from this period. It must be noted however, that absence of evidence 
does not equal evidence of absence, and during this period there might have been 
interaction between the areas nonetheless. In any case, it seems that the inhabitants of 
Chalcatzingo were quite specific in the their stylistic choices, considering the differences 
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between ceramic and monumental appearances. Whether this distinction had a clear 
underlying meaning or was simply the result of manufacturing or aesthetic processes 
remains unknown. The existence of small amounts of Olmec pottery however indicates 
that there might have been a distinction between various styles of portraying. Grove 
(1987c, 436) believes the techniques of bas-relief carving to be imported from the Gulf 
Coast, since no local antecedents are present. He argues that the Olmec iconography was 
meant to communicate information with non-Olmec people, perhaps indicating the power 
of the ruler, or rulership ties to the Gulf Coast culture. Although many of monuments do 
appear to portray visualisations of power, the elite link to the Gulf Coast area made by 
Grove is not supported by much evidence. 
 
Furthermore, several rock paintings are situated within caves and on surface rocks of both 
the mountains of Chalcatzingo, as well as high on the slopes of the river Amatzinac 
(figure 11). These paintings are in red and white colours (with one exception in yellow) 
and represent anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figures, abstract symbols, natural 
phenomena, and human elements, such as drawings of hands and vulva. According to 
Alex Apostolides (1987, 197) the red paintings are presumed to be older, since in several 
cases white paintings are located on top of red paintings, but never the other way around. 
Through comparison with paintings from the nearby sites of Texcalpintado and 
Yecapixtla, the white images are cautiously dated to the Postclassic period, although 
stylistic differences may indicate they did not belong to the same period. Similarly the red 
paintings were possibly created during the Classic period. Due to a stylistic comparison 
with Teotihuacan iconography one group of paintings on the western side of the Cerro 
Delgado was dated to this era (Apostolides 1987, 191-193). Again stylistic differences 
may indicate temporal variation and therefore they may very well be older (Apostolides 
1987, 197-198). Although the pigment was never tested, there is evidence that suggests 
the red paint is made from hematite, and iron oxide that can be found in the region. 
During the research lead by Grove and Angulo in the 1970s two large veins of iron rich 
deposits were discovered in the river banks. At two points small excavations were 
discovered that indicated mining practices. One of these cavities contained Precolonial 
remains, which suggests the iron oxides may have been used to obtain red colourants 
(Grove et al. 1987, 9). This theory is supported by a new study, where hematite-based 
paint was discovered on Olmec style pottery (Backes et al. 2012). 
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Figure 11: Ancient rock paintings near Chalcatzingo; a) in a cave on the west side of the 
saddle area (a small hill between the Cerro Delgado and Cerro Chalcatzingo); b) high 
on the ravines of the river Amatzinac; c) high on the west side of the Cerro Chalcatzingo; 
d) on the west side of the saddle area. 
 
It remains unknown why these images were painted in these specific locations, as is most 
often the case with rock and cave paintings, but it seems that the high mountains of the 
river valley were of great importance, as can be seen by the continuing use of the mounts 
as places of ritual and frequent visiting. Several specific locations are still used today by 
the local inhabitants as ritual places, where they leave ceramics and lit candles (figure 12). 
Also on the highest point of the Cerros Jantetelco, Chalcatzingo, Tenango, and a smaller 
hill between the latter two, big Christian crosses are present, which are regularly visited 
and maintained. These places do not necessarily have any connection to past practices, 
but it is common in Mesoamerica for old religious locations to be in continuous use, even 
though the practices and ideologies have changed under the influence of the Spanish 
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colonisation. The perception of the mountains as divine places is therefore a good 
indicator of its past status.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 12: Recent offerings of ceramic and candles at the northwestern side of the Cerro 
Chalcatzingo.  
 
 
4.2 History of research 
 
It is not certain how and when the first signs of the archaeological site of Chalcatzingo 
were known to the modern villagers that lived nearby, but an oral tradition described by 
David Grove (1987b, 1) accounts the uncovering of ‘el Rey’, the most well-known relief 
of the site (figure 13). Allegedly, in 1932, a violent storm caused the soil of the 
mountains to flow down and expose bare rocks on the surface of the Cerro Chalcatzingo. 
According to the villagers a rain serpent had created the flood, and when they visited the 
mountain the morning afterwards some of the children discovered the relief. Two years 
later Eulalia Gúzman, an archaeologist working for INAH (Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia), became interested in the reports of Chalcatzingo, and made a 
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publication on the five known reliefs, among which ‘el Rey’, as well as reliefs II, VI, VIII, 
and XVI (Cook de Leonard 1967, 57; Grove 1987b, 1).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13: Relief 1, ‘el Rey’, found on the Cerro Chalcatzingo. 
 
It was not until 1953 that another research was conducted in Chalcatzingo. At the end of 
that year Roman Piña Chan (1955) lead a small scale investigation, which was a 
collaboration between INAH and La Dirección Estatal de Turismo de Cuernavaca, 
Morelos. Excavations started in the main plaza of the site, where Piña Chan discovered 
two mounds, which he named Monticulo A and Monticulo B. To gain insights into the 
architecture of Chalcatzingo, the first of these mounds was further excavated. Besides a 
brief account of the uncovered data, Piña Chan also gives an elaborate description of the 
ceramic typologies, all of which is described in the 1955 excavation report. Herewith the 
importance of Chalcatzingo’s Formative occupation history is emphasized for the first 
time, for it could give valuable insights into Olmec exchange and the mother-culture 
problem (Piña Chan 1955, 25-26). 
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In the years after Piña Chan’s excavation, several new publications were made that 
focussed mainly on the famous Chalcatzingo reliefs uncovered in previous investigations. 
Carlo T.E. Gay (1966) was the first to bring out his article on the rock carvings, which 
was published in the Natural History Magazine. Also Cook de Leonard (1967) dedicated 
an article to the Chalcatzingo sculptures and rock carvings, in which she tries to link the 
images to known gods and spirits from later times. A year later David Grove (1968) 
published his work as well, re-analyzing these previous interpretations. After these papers 
many more was written on the increasingly famous Morelos site, including another book 
from Carlo Gay, published in 1972. 
 
In the same year as the latter publication David Grove and Jorge Angulo initiated a large 
scale excavation project in Chalcatzingo, focussing on the Formative period occupation 
and its interaction networks, which has been elaborately discussed in the publication 
Ancient Chalcatzingo (see Grove 1987a), including reports from many of the participants 
in the project. The research was a collaboration between the University of Illinois and 
INAH, and was inspired by former multidisciplinary studies that were conducted in 
Puebla, Tlaxcala, Oaxaca, and the Tehuacan valley. Since the rise of processualism the 
existing knowledge on cultural developments in the area became debatable. The idea of 
the new Chalcatzingo project was therefore to establish a wider cultural setting, in 
response to the previous focus on individual sites. The study incorporated various 
locations in the valley of the Amatzinac river, as well as a large range of research 
methods and techniques including excavations, regional surveys, photogrammetry, 
palynology, bone chemistry, and characterization of trace minerals.  
 The excavation itself, implemented from 1972 to 1974, was conducted in three 
seasons, the first of which mainly consisted of the digging of a large trench across the 
main plaza, in order to establish a reliable chronology derived from ceramic evidence. In 
the last two field seasons several architectural structures were excavated. The site of 
Chalcatzingo was prior to research subdivided into 42 terraces and 17 fields (figure 14). 
Of these areas the following were excavated: T1, T4, T6, T9B, T11, T15, T23, T24, T25, 
T27, T29, T37, N2, and S39. In 1976 the excavation was briefly continued for three 
weeks to investigate stratigraphical levels in T6. During the entire research many new 
architectural structures and monuments have been found, that are all thoroughly 
documented and described.  
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Figure 14: The division of Chalcatzingo, made during the 1972-1974, 1976 research 
project; terraces are represented by the prefix ‘T’, unterraced area’s are subdivided into 
‘N’ for northern fields, and ‘S’ for southern fields. CT (cerro terraza) stands for the 
terraces located on the slopes of the Cerro Chalcatzingo  (Grove and Cyphers Guillén 
1987, 23). 
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Based on the fieldwork conducted in the 1970s, Ann Cyphers Guillén (1992), who also 
participated in the excavation, wrote another influential book that focussed entirely on the 
ceramics of the site and how it related to the society that had created them. Herewith 
Cyphers elaborated on the ceramic findings that were not extensively discussed in the 
1987 excavation report, and included typologies, chronologies of Formative phases, as 
well as a comparative analysis with Gulf Coast ceramics. 
 
Another, smaller, research was conducted a few years later in 1995 by María Aviles 
(2005), who investigated the earliest architectural elements from Chalcatzingo, dating to 
the Amate Phase around 1300 BCE. During two months of research Aviles excavated an 
area of 38.42 m³, containing a hill located in T6, where she discovered monument 32. 
Two other monuments (number 33 and 34) were discovered in this area during a second 
excavation conducted by Aviles in 1998 (Gillespie 2008, 10). 
 
In 2003 INAH started planning a second large scale research project in Chalcatzingo, 
officially called el Proyecto Arqueológico Chalcatzingo, after which excavations started a 
year later (Córdova Tello et al 2010; Córdova Tello et al. 2011). In light of the current 
ideas and laws on archaeological and anthropological properties, the 2004 Chalcatzingo 
project aims for the conservation, reconstruction and maintenance of the ancient 
archaeological findings; not only of the well described Formative period remains, but also 
the later Classic and Postclassic archaeological structures. It is in this current project that 
the author conducted fieldwork. 
 During the recent Chalcatzingo project, lead by Mario Córdova Tello (project 
leader) and Carolina Meza Rodríguez (excavation leader), the research of former years is 
extended with elaborate excavations and analyses in the entire area of the site. Besides 
archaeological research the project ensures the renovation and replacement of the 
monuments, as well as the reconstruction of ancient architectural works, in particular the 
stone buildings dating to the Classic period, such as the ball court and central plaza 
mounds (figure 15 and 16), since Formative structures are mainly constructed of earth. 
For these processes a suitable environment is being created that will ensure the 
conservation of the monuments (e.g. the placements of roofs above several of the 
Chalcatzingo carvings). The project also involves the construction of new access roads, 
site boundaries and a communal museum, encompassing information and important 
findings of the site. With these developments the site of Chalcatzingo will not only be 
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thoroughly researched, but will also provide a place for tourism and education in the area 
(Córdova Tello et al 2010; Córdova Tello et al. 2011). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 15: The reconstructed ball court from Chalcatzingo. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 16: The central plaza of Chalcatzingo, with the reconstructed montículo B. 
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After 80 years of surveys, excavations, and analyses however, the research is not yet 
finished. The most recent Chalcatzingo project will take several more years to complete, 
and afterwards other sites and locations in the Amatzinac river need to be studied as well 
in order to obtain a more complete image of the occupation history and interaction 
networks in the region. Judging by the large amount of surface ceramics in the forests and 
fields, the entire area once had quite an abundant population, of which only a fragment 
has been properly researched. 
 
 
4.3 Context of the carvings 
 
There are many monuments and reliefs present at the site, several of which are located on 
terrace levels on the west and north side of the Cerro Chalcatzingo. The latter carvings 
can be sub-divided into two groups, named group A and group B by David Grove (1968). 
The first group is located high on the mountain slopes and include relief I (el Rey) and 
group Ia, consisting of reliefs VI, VII, VIII, XI, XIV, and XV. Group B is located on a 
terrace level, situated south of CT-1 (figure 17). The feline carvings are part of this latter 
group, as well as reliefs II and V, which will be discussed later. All the carvings from 
these groups are dated to 800-500 BCE. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 17: The Cerro Chalcatzingo with the location of the carving groups; the left circle 
indicates the position of group B, and the right circle marks the location of group A.  
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Every carving was created on granodiorite rock, the stone that comprises the mountains in 
the region (Grove et al. 1987, 8). Where the river Amatzinac cuts into the riverbanks 
many boulders of various sizes become available, providing the inhabitants of the region 
with an unlimited supply of granodiorite rocks. Also the mountains themselves render a 
large quantity of this material. Although the carvings at the site are equal in composition, 
three types can be distinguished: carvings that were created on loose rocks and on the 
mountain face protruding from the ground, stones that were processed and modelled prior 
to be being carved, and the altar Olmeca, which is composed of several rectangular 
shaped stones. Within this paper the term ‘relief’ in combination with a Roman numeral 
will be used for the carvings that are located on larger unprocessed rocks and boulders, 
while the term ‘monument’ in combination with an Arabic number will indicate a 
monolith of which the rock was modelled into a specific form, such as stelae.  
 Unfortunately, the techniques used for carving the reliefs and monuments is 
unknown. It can be stated however that carving tools of a relatively high strength are 
needed, since granodiorite is 6-7 on the scale of Mohs. Possibly the tools were fashioned 
out of jade, quartz or granodiorite stones from a greater density, perhaps in combination 
with wooden, bone, and/or antler tools and abrasive sands. 
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5. Olmec iconography 
 
This chapter provides an explanation of the most relevant Olmec iconographical elements 
for this research, which are needed for the analysis of the feline motifs of Chalcatzingo 
and the other regions. The following aspects are discussed: cross-banded symbolism, the 
double merlon, the sky band, the serrated eyebrow, and the hand-paw-wing motif. 
 
 
5.1 Cross-banded symbolism 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 18: La Venta monument 4, with different iconographical features highlighted; a) 
the cross-banded motif; b) the double merlon; c) the sky band motif; d) the inverted-E 
symbol (after Di Castro and Cyphers 2006, 42). 
 
When we take a closer look at the iconography of La Venta altar 4, it is evident that it 
compasses several symbolic elements, on which scholars regrettably have not yet reached 
a consensus. Within the mouth of the creature on altar 4 a cross-banded motif is visible 
(figure 18a). This symbol is generally regarded as representing the celestial realm (Reilly 
2000, 384) and is present in many Olmec images (figure 19). According to Coe (1977, 
189) the motif represents the clear night sky, where the stars of the Milky Way cross with 
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the Ecliptic. In some occasions the same motif can be found in the eyes of animals, such 
as in reliefs I and IX of Chalcatzingo. The so-called St. Andrews cross is interpreted by 
Grove (1972, 157) as representing a deity or divine status, perhaps relating to the celestial 
realm when compared to the theory of Coe. Even though the placement of the symbol can 
be different, in all cases it seems to be associated with the same creature. When 
symbolizing a cave entrance the cross-band motif is often placed in the mouths of the 
creatures. Therefore not as inherent element of the animal itself, but of the entrance and 
thus the otherworld. One could argue that in these cases the cross-band does not directly 
associate with the creature itself, but symbolizes the place were it leads; the otherworld, 
or perhaps the sky realm in particular. A similar argument can be made for the St. 
Andrews cross located in the eyes. Rosemary Joyce et al. (1991, 9)  argue that the crossed 
eye is a defining characteristic for fish zoomorphs, since the “Olmec dragon” always 
seems to be related to watery elements. A similar connection, however, is made with the 
same animal and celestial symbolism. In any case it is evident that the cross-band has a 
relation with the gate creature. Since the latter often symbolizes an entrance to the spirit 
world, the cross-band shares a similar connotation, perhaps indicating the sky realm as a 
location, rather than the divine status of the creature as proposed by Grove. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 19: Incised vessel from Tlapacoya, portraying the opened mouth of an animal,  
the cross-band motif, and the double merlon   (Reilly 2000, 384). 
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5.2 The double merlon  
 
Another recurrent element is the E-shaped symbol visible as an incorporated part of the 
creature on altar 4 (figure 18b). According to Taube (2004, 113-114) this double merlon 
motif also represents the sky, since it is often depicted above the axis mundi. He argues 
the element is occasionally represented as the beak of a bird, shown from the front, 
relating it to celestial symbolism. Reilly (2000, 382) on the other hand interprets the 
symbol as gum brackets, which are an integrated part of the gate creature. As opposed to 
altar number 4 however the E-motif most often occurs in a more stylized form, such as on 
the diosa joven (figure 20) from La Venta.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 20: a) drawing from stela 1, the diosa joven, in La Venta  (Reilly 2000, 386); b) 
detail of the double merlon motif on the same monument  (photograph taken by Els 
Barnard). 
 
This monument depicts a female person, emerging from a niche. In many ways it 
resembles the scene on altar 4, except that the mouth of the creature has entirely been 
replaced by the E-motif and banded symbolism. Since both scenes depict a similar event 
(a person arising from a niche) it is evident that the double merlon represents the cave 
entrance and gateway to the spirit world. Because these entrances are generally 
symbolized by the opened maws of creatures, it seems that the E-motif is a stylized form 
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of the animal, or at the very least portrays the same function. This argument is 
strengthened by the fact that the symbol is also present above the entrance of Zapotec 
temples. These temples operate as entrances to the spirit world. It would therefore be 
logical to assume that they represent cave entrances and are therefore symbolized by the 
same imagery; the opened mouth of the gate creature. 
Other interesting examples of similar symbolism are the mosaic pavements, 
situated in complex A of La Venta (figure 21). Underneath the serpentine floor of the 
sunken plaza, which is usually interpreted as the watery underworld, the inhabitants of La 
Venta placed several depositions, three of which were covered by mosaic ‘masks’ (Tate 
1999, 169).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 21:  Complex A and C of La Venta with mosaics pavements in their original 
context  (Freidel et al. 1993, 134). 
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All three mosaics contain the double merlon motif, as well as a smaller inverted-E 
element that is also present in the La Venta Altar (figure 18d), and could therefore very 
well represent entrances to the spirit world, as a stylized form of the original animal, 
which corresponds with the idea of pars pro toto representations, that are common in 
Olmec iconography (Reilly 2000, 378). Interestingly the offerings underneath these 
monuments are arranged in cross-shapes. Both Tate (1996, 431-432) and Reilly (1994, 
13) believe that the cross-shapes represent the axis mundi. When we consider however 
that the mosaics are the gateways to the underworld, and the underworld is symbolized by 
the sunken plaza, the offerings that are located there may represent the cross-band that is 
usually present in the mouths of the gate creatures. As was mentioned before these cross-
bands may not refer to the animals themselves, but to the spirit world. Perhaps the 
offerings possess the same function. 
 
 
5.3 The sky band 
 
On figure 18c another element is visible that is related to the spirit realm. In Maya 
societies the so-called sky band is regarded as symbolizing the celestial realm, and due to 
strong resemblance with Olmec iconography this element is usually interpreted in a 
similar manner. The sky band is characterized by a series of diagonal bands, meeting in 
the middle, which according to Reilly (2000, 385) derives from the V-shaped cleft that is 
present in the Olmec dragon depictions. Herewith the iconographical aspect seems to 
have a strong correlation with the double merlon motif, since both elements are often 
depicted together, as can also be seen in the diosa joven and many other images (figure 
22). Mora-Marín (2008, 2) argues the Epi-Olmec and Maya societies only used the upper 
part of the symbol, while in Olmec style art the entire element was used to represent the 
sky, defining therefore the ‘sky band’ as a combination of the double merlon motif and 
the banded symbolism. It seems however, even though both elements were part of a 
larger whole, each of them possessed a different significance as well, as is pointed out by 
the disappearance of the double merlon in later Epi-Olmec and Maya representations of 
the sky. Reilly (2000, 385-386) believes the full scene to represent a stylized Olmec 
dragon, carrying the celestial band on its back, which is also a common depiction in later 
Maya societies.  
 
 58 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 22: The combined double merlon and sky band motifs, forming a representation of 
the celestial realm: a) glyph pA6b from San Bartolo; b) La Venta altar 4; c) La Venta 
stela 1; d) Cascajal sign 11; e) the celt from Arroyo Pesquero; f) the Tlatilco Olmec 
dragon  (Mora-Marín 2008, 2). 
 
In later times the sky band is known to have a positional connotation, where the symbol 
was used to indicate the celestial location of an event. In relation to the former 
interpretations of the sky band and the double merlon motif, it appears that the latter sign 
was used to symbolize the gum brackets of the gate creature, representing an entrance to 
the spirit world, while the sky band indicated the place were this portal would lead: the 
celestial realm; thus combining the two iconographical elements into a complex sign, as 
Mora-Marín suggests.
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5.4 The serrated eyebrow 
 
 
Figure 23: An image from Tlatilco ceramics, with different iconographical features 
highlighted; a) the serrated eyebrow; b) the hand-paw-wing motif  (after Joralemon 1971, 
38). 
 
The flamed, plumed, or serrated eyebrow is an element that often reoccurs in Olmec 
iconography and comes in many shapes and sizes. Joralemon (1976, 37) argues the aspect 
is representative for Gods I and III, which are believed to be related to one another. The 
element itself would indicate a relation to solar an flamed symbolism (Joralemon 1976, 
40). What has been defined by Joralemon as ‘God I’, and subsequently ‘God III’, 
comprises a number of images, generally known as ‘the Olmec dragon’ (figure 23), 
which, as previously discussed, may be related to the terrestrial and celestial realms, as 
suggested by Reilly (2000, 383). God III, or the ‘bird-monster’, would have a special 
connotation to sky symbolism, being a combination of both reptilian and avian 
characteristics. 
The serrated eyebrow is specifically present in the Olmec dragon representations 
and may therefore be related to earth and sky symbolism as well. What the element 
represents remains unknown, but Gay (1967, 34) has theorized the element originates 
from the so-called ‘eyelash viper’ or Bothrops schlegeli, a serpent species with 
supraocular ridges (figure 24a). When we consider the celestial connotations however, 
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another animal species must be considered as a possible interpretation. Drucker (1952, 
194) suggests the serrated eyebrows derive from the harpy eagle (Harpia harpyja), which 
possesses upright feathers on top of the head, but when looking at the appearance and 
location of the Olmec eyebrows, it seems more convincing the element represents the 
large nuptial crests that are present in some bird species. In contrast to the cranial feathers 
of the harpy eagle, the nuptial crests are protruding feathers located above the eye. The 
nuptial feathers of the double-crested cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus) can be 
excessively prominent and closely resemble the structure of the Olmec serrated eyebrows 
(figure 24b). This species resides in the Gulf Coast area during the winter, predominantly 
along coasts and other waterways, where it is known to swim and dive into the water to 
catch fish, as can be seen by its webbed toes. Since the Olmec physical world was 
subdivided into the sky, the earth, and the underworld, the cormorant can be found in all 
three spatial realms, considering the underworld was located beneath the water level, and 
could thus provide a plausible interpretation for the serrated eyebrow motif.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a 
 
      b 
Figure 24: a) The eyelash viper with supraocular ridges (dsc.discovery.com); b) the 
double-crested cormorant, with large nuptial crests  (www.wikipedia.org, 26-03-2013).  
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5.5 The hand-paw-wing motif 
 
The latter interpretation corresponds to the symbolism of the hand-paw-wing motif, 
which is also present in the depictions of the Olmec dragon (figure 23b). Reilly (2000, 
378) suggests the symbol is a combination of the hand of a human, the paw of a mammal, 
and the wing of a bird, with which the creature was able to travel among all the Olmec 
realms. The motif would therefore be part of the representation of both the terrestrial and 
celestial variant of the Olmec dragon (Reilly 2000, 378). Joralemon (1976, 37) considers 
the motif to be inherent to Gods I and III, which, as previously discussed, represent 
respectively reptilian and avian deities. Joralemon (1976, 33-37) points himself to the 
combination of several different animals within the representation of the Olmec dragon, 
among which felines, birds and serpents. In respect to the former interpretation on the 
serrated eyebrows, the hand-paw-wing motif seems to have a strong connotation to the 
spiritual realm. Joralemon (1971, 10) also makes a distinction between ‘paw-wings’ and 
‘three-toed paws’, that partly overlap. Perhaps this subtle difference could account for the 
variation between the terrestrial and celestial entities, which would correspond to Reilly’s 
notion of the earth and sky variants. It seems more plausible however that the hand-paw-
wing motif, just like the serrated eyebrow, may have indicated the ability to exist in all 
three spatial realms, as was also suggested by Reilly. The differentiation between paw-
wings and three-toed paws could have been the result of spatial and temporal variation, 
while the element itself would indicate the divine status of the portrayed creatures and a 
link to the spiritual realm. 
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6. Feline motifs 
 
The previously discussed iconographical elements can also be found on the feline 
carvings that are present in the Olmec region. In order to establish the way in which these 
images are intertwined with the worldview of the people, it is necessary to develop a clear 
interpretation of the motifs. In the following chapter an attempt is made to return to the 
basis and develop a step by step interpretation, incorporating the first and second level of 
the iconographical method of Panofsky (1939) into the feline motifs of Chalcatzingo and 
similar depictions from other Olmec sites. In the last subchapter these images are 
compared and an analysis is made on the basis of these findings. 
 
 
6.1 The Chalcatzingo felines 
 
Since the Chalcatzingo felines are central within this study, an extensive description and 
(re)interpretation has been made of reliefs III and IV, and monuments 31 and 41, all of 
which contain feline depictions. The analysis is herewith based on previously published 
interpretations by Gay (1966), Cook de Leonard (1967), Grove (1968; 1972), Angulo 
(1987), and Reilly (1993), as well as an excavation report by Córdova Tello et al. (2011), 
discussing the most recent discovery of monument 41. These, partly out-dated, 
interpretations are re-evaluated with the use of detailed photographs and newly drawn 
illustrations made by the author, and with the incorporation of new ideas and insights, so 
that a more complete analysis of the carvings is created. In addition, the related 
iconographical depictions of reliefs I, Ia, II, and V, and monument 9 are (briefly) 
discussed, since these images are part of the original context and should therefore not be 
viewed apart. 
 
 
6.1.1 Relief III 
 
Relief III (figure 25 to 31) was discovered in Chalcatzingo in 1964, several years after the 
excavation lead by Piña Chan. As for all the feline reliefs and monuments, it is situated in 
group B at the western side of the Cerro Chalcatzingo. The large rock on which the relief 
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is located faces northeast, and according to Carlo T.E. Gay (1966, 58) the boulder is still 
in its original position, while no evidence has been discovered to suggest otherwise.  
The bas-relief image shows the clear representation of a creature, seated in front 
of a large branching element. The creature is portrayed en profil, facing the larger 
element that is situated on the right. Because of his position, only two of the extremities 
are visible, although in the illustrations of Carmen Cook de Leonard, David Grove and 
Carlo Gay the front left paw is also drawn (figure 30). Due to deterioration of the carving 
the claws of the creature are no longer visible, but comparison with the other reliefs 
suggest they were once present. About the identification of the animal much has been 
speculated. Cook de Leonard (1967, 62-63) interprets the creature as being a tapir, and 
assigns it to a God called Uotan, as described by bishop Nuñez de la Vega, during his 
work in Chiapas in 1702. According to the story the deity Uotan creates tapirs with his 
breath, who will watch the dark house in which they are produced. Cook de Leonard is 
therefore convinced relief III is guarding the sacred images, also because it is located 
more forward than the other reliefs on the terrace ridge. Gay (1966, 58-59) on the other 
hand, suggests the animal is feline, and believes it may portray a moon deity, with close 
relation to water and rain symbolism (as can be found on relief I). The latter interpretation 
is based on the occurrence of two types of felines in Olmec artworks; one of which is 
female and is characterized by V-shaped symbolism, while the other, male, feline would 
be depicted with fangs. In his article Gay appears to ascribe these felines to the moon and 
rain deities. The V-shaped element that would define the creature of relief III as a ‘moon 
deity’ would be located in its ear. It is not very clear to what Gay refers when he speaks 
about ‘V-shaped ear’. In drawings made by Cook de Leonard, Grove, and Gay (figure 30) 
the ear is not very elaborated. Upon closer examination however the inside of the ear 
appears to be chequered, as can be seen in figure 28. At the base of the ear a faint cleft 
can be seen, where the ear meets the head (perhaps referred to by Gay). It is the authors 
opinion however that this aspect was different in appearance and less V-shaped than what 
can be observed today. This will be discussed later.  
Grove (1968, 488-489) describes the animal as feline as well, indicated by its 
long tail and short snout, which does not fit the description of a tapir. Also Angulo (1987, 
144) identifies these elements as feline, but adds that the creature likely consists of 
multiple animal features. The latter interpretation seems to have more merit, since the 
creature possesses a strangely elongated neck, a long tong and strange facial 
characteristics. The latter are, due to the degradation, no longer clearly visible. It appears 
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however that it possesses a beaklike mouth and a large round element above the eyes that 
may have contained more interior details. These aspects are also present in the other 
feline imagery at the site. In the drawings made by Cook de Leonard and Grove these 
features are not represented (figure 30), but on the detail photos faint lines can be seen 
that support the interpretation of the author (figure 27). Because these lines are not very 
clearly visible both Cook de Leonard and Grove may have missed them in their 
interpretation, especially since two of the  feline monuments were not discovered yet, 
which were both much better preserved and show the facial characteristics in full detail.  
Furthermore, the tail of the depicted animal is pointing straight upward and a long 
line is running horizontally from its hind leg to its front leg and then upwards to the head. 
Grove (1972, 155; and Angulo 1987, 120) believes this line may indicate the bi-
colouration pattern of a puma. Although this is certainly a possibility, it must be noted 
that other depicted felines appear to portray two lines or none at all, which no longer 
corresponds to bi-colouration. Also, the bi-colouration pattern in pumas is located lower 
on the body, at the abdomen, instead of across the costae and neck.  
The long tong of the feline creature is an elements that is not represented in any 
of the other reliefs. From the illustrations of Cook de Leonard and Grove it appears that 
the tong is forked as well as elongated, like the tong of a serpent. On the relief itself 
however it is unclear whether this ‘fork’ is purposely created or caused by a fold in the 
rock face (figure 29). What is interesting is the fact that the feline appears to be licking 
the unspecified element in front of him. The latter feature has yet to be identified, but 
resembles the attributes of a plant. It consists of one main stake, out of which three 
branches are protruding. In the drawings of Grove, Cook de Leonard and Gay it consists 
out of two elements, in which the line of the left branch overlaps the main stake (figure 
30), but it is the author’s believe that this line was caused by an impurity in the rock face. 
Each of the branches ends in a circular element, except for the one on the bottom right, 
although this may have been degraded. On the drawings of both Grove and Cook de 
Leonard the upper left (main) branch does not contain a circular element either. Grove 
(1972, 155; and Angulo 1987, 120) believes the feature to represent a ‘cardon cactus’ 
(Lemaireocerus weberi), which is abundantly present in the region. By licking the cactus 
the creature would be digesting a ‘psychoactive alkaloid’. This interpretation is viable, 
because the cardon cactus grows seeds the size of golf balls, which could have been 
represented by the circular elements. The cardon cactus however is not the only cactus to 
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grow such seeds, and many plants can be regarded as candidates for the interpretation of 
this element.  
What must also be noted is the fact that the feline is not “licking” one of the 
branches, but rather a separate branchlike element. Where this element originates from is 
unclear, since much of the relief below the branching feature is very degraded and cannot 
be accurately determined. It is evident that something was present here, but remnants of 
fibreglass resin from moulds taken in the 1950’s excavation left the elements unclear 
(Cook de Leonard 1967, 64; Grove and Angulo 1987, 120) (figure 26 and 29). Also the 
fact that the rock face slopes backwards at this point does not aid the identification. Two 
interpretations of the element can be seen in the drawings of Cook de Leonard and the 
author (figure 30). Possibly the branching feature continued here. Angulo (1987, 144) 
believes however there was an anthropomorphic figure present underneath the feline, 
which would correspond to the depictions of relief IV and monument 31. He argues the 
person has an Olmec style face, and the element that the feline seems to be licking, would 
be the arm of the individual, explaining why this aspect is not part of the branching 
element (figure 31).  
 What has not been given much attention is the colour residues that are still visible 
in some parts of the relief (figure 25). Gay (1966, 58) mentions traces of red can be found, 
but no further research has been conducted. Because red paint is usually the most resistant 
of colours it is plausible that the entire relief was once painted in various pigments. Paint 
residues in Olmec monumental art are not uncommon. During research, Matthew Stirling 
(1943, 58) discovered remnants of dark purple-red paint on monument 4 of La Venta, 
indicating that the Olmec stone heads, and possibly more monuments used to be painted. 
In the case of relief III however, the red colour is not only present on the carved parts of 
the monuments, but also on the space surrounding the elements, as can be seen on the 
upper part of the branching feature (figure 25). It is therefore also possible the colouration 
was caused by natural processes.  
Apart from the relief, several other features are located on the rock face. At the 
left of the feline several natural cavities are present that were most likely enlarged by 
humans, as can be seen by the striations on their surface, which were possibly used for 
offerings (Gay 1966, 59; Angulo 1987, 144-145). According to Gay (1966, 59) there are 
also some cup marks present on the rock face, that resemble those found on monuments 
from La Venta and San Lorenzo. Gay believes these were created by the inhabitants, but 
in a dissertation regarding the Olmec stone heads, Gerards (2000, 91-99) suggests these 
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cup marks are the effect of an oxidation process. Especially since the markings appear to 
be located at random, one of which on the head of the feline (figure 27). This theory 
correlates to the red colourant that is present in relief III. Gerards argues (2000, 97) red or 
brown discolourations can occur through oxidation processes in metals that are present in 
the rock. These discolourations seem to have a direct relation to the formation of cup 
marks, both of which are also present on colossal stone heads number 2 of La Venta and 
number 7 of San Lorenzo. Since relief III appears to be the only feline monument that 
contains the red colour and the cup marks, these markings could have been caused by a 
different metallic composition of the rock in question, in combination with the level of 
exposure to natural processes. Although the time span of these formations is yet unknown, 
the carving of the ear within the cup mark indicates the mark was present before the 
creation of the relief. 
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Figure 25: Relief III, located on a large boulder at the western side of the Cerro 
Chalcatzingo.
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Figure 26: Detail of relief III, showing the feline creature in its totality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 27: Detail of relief III, showing the head of the feline creature.
 69 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 28: Detail of relief III, showing the ear of the creature 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 29: Detail of relief III, showing the degraded elements below the branching 
element. At the bottom remnants of fibreglass resin are still visible. 
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Figure 30: Drawings of relief III; a) drawing by Cook de Leonard (1967, 76); b) drawing 
by Grove (1968, 488); c) drawing by Gay (1966, 59); d) drawing by the author, made in 
2012. 
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Figure 31: A takuhón rubbing of relief III, possibly showing a human individual  (Angulo 
1987, 144). 
 
 
6.1.2 Relief IV 
 
Relief IV (figure 32 to 37) is located at the southeast side of relief III and also faces that 
direction, opposing with the orientation of the other reliefs on the terrace ridge. The 
carvings are situated on a separate large rock, which was discovered at the same time 
relief III was also found. As both Grove (1968, 489) and Gay (1966, 60) show, it is likely 
that the stone depicting the two creatures is no longer in its original position. According 
to Grove (1968, 489) the rock containing the carvings once faced northeast, like the other 
two, and was tilted so that the posture of the felines changes into a more natural position. 
The position of the other known felines reinforces this notion. 
 At first it must be noted that, due to the high location of the reliefs and the roof 
that is currently above the rock, the visibility of the carvings was poor, and some 
characteristics were therefore unclear, which may have been more evident in previous 
years due to a better accessibility. Also, the relief showed signs of weathering at several 
places, decreasing the visibility of the carvings. 
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The bas-relief consists out of two separate images, in which the lower image (individual 
2) is located below the left side of the upper image (individual 1), when the boulder is 
situated in its original position. Both images show a creature seated on top of a human 
figure, while looking straight ahead. Like in relief III the creatures are seen en profil, 
facing the right side of the rock. In contrast to the former carving however, the images of 
relief IV appear to be more elaborate, with more additional elements, especially around 
their heads. These elements also indicate the variation that is present among the depicted 
felines, possibly representing distinct creatures, each with their own attributes. According 
to Grove (1972, 158) this could indicate a certain duality, such as ‘life and death’, or ‘day 
and night’. The upper creature is characterized by a cross-shaped element above its eye, 
probably representing a St. Andrews cross, out of which two features are originating, both 
shaped like the tail of dolphin. Where the ear of the animal is attached to the head, a W-
shaped element is visible, and a faint arched-shaped aspect can be seen within the ear 
itself. Grove (1972, 157; and Angulo 1987, 121) indicates this symbol is similar to the 
Maya glyph for Venus. Furthermore a line is running between his paws and up his neck, 
which resembles the feline of relief III.  
The lower animal has a shorter snout an a longer head. Grove (1972, 157) argues 
the creature, in contrast to the upper image, is not snarling. It seems however, that, due to 
degradation, the snarling mouth is less evident, but present nonetheless. The eye itself is 
narrower, and also the element above the eye is different and more square in shape with a 
rounded split top, although Grove (1972, 157) states this feature also contains a St. 
Andrews cross, which could indicate the divinity of the animals. On top of his head a 
long feature is visible that ends in a V-shape, similar to an Olmec cleft (Angulo 1987, 
145). It is unclear however whether this element represents an ear, or an aspect of a 
headdress. The latter of these interpretations is strengthened by the fact that the V-shaped 
element can also be found on a headdress depicted on monument II (Grove and Angulo 
1987, 122). In front of the creature several more elements can be found, which appear to 
be floating there, but could also be part of the possible headdress shown on monument II. 
They consist out of a triangular element with three stripes at the right side, and on top a 
longer line with a dot on the left side. Both Grove and Cook the Leonard have interpreted 
this aspect slightly different as can be seen in figure 37. Instead of one line running from 
the head to the hind leg, two lines are depicted parallel to each other. Cook the Leonard 
(1967, 59) identifies these lines as part of a coat, and in the drawing this is visible by the 
two lines running up horizontally above the hind leg. The carving was too degraded 
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however to find these lines here. Also, Cook the Leonard equally describes the other 
feline as wearing clothing, while no evidence is given for this interpretation, other than 
the singular line, which seems to be part of the animal itself, rather than evidence of 
garments. Grove (1972, 157) on the other hand ascribes the stripes to Xipe symbolism, a 
god from Aztec ideology. However, a direct comparison with Aztec cosmology should 
not be made, since there is no indication the same meaning was assigned to this features. 
What is interesting with individual 2 is that the two lines appear to be emanating from the 
eye, but again degradation makes this hard to verify.  
Besides these differences the depicted images also portray various similarities. 
Their snouts are similar, and although the mouths of the depicted animals are hard to see, 
they appear to be beaklike, similar to the other felines found in Chalcatzingo, each with a 
large fang protruding from the upper jaw. Both have claws that end in sharp nails and 
their posture is near identical, except the right hind leg of the upper image, which is 
raised instead of straightened like the lower one, and the front left leg, which is turned 
more sideways, showing the elbow. Also their tails both point upwards. However, at the 
tail of the lower creature three stripes are visible. Interestingly both Cook de Leonard and 
Grove have drawn these stripes at the tail of the upper animal (figure 37). On the 
photographs however the stripes are clearly located at the bottom creature (figure 32 and 
34). According to Grove (1972, 157) they resemble the shape of Olmec axes, or the bifid 
fang motif known from Olmec iconography, but it remains unknown what the features 
symbolize.  
Due to similarities with the other felines, the depicted images undoubtedly 
portray the same animals. Grove (1968, 498) calls them ‘jaguars’, but, although they look 
feline, no physical characteristics indicate that they represent specifically jaguars. Cook 
de Leonard (1967, 59) states that the coats, headdresses and the eyes of the “jaguars” 
suggest they are not real animals, but representations of the solar god. The interpretation 
of Gay (1966, 60) corresponds to the latter theory. In his article he describes the felines as 
the sun and the moon deities, who are representing the struggle between the heaven and 
the underworld, as is known from Maya mythology. It must be noted however that part of 
Cook de Leonards interpretation is based on the fact that the feline creatures appear to be 
dancing “towards the lower world”, in correlation with the assumptions that the rock is in 
its original position. 
The persons on which the felines are seated are clearly anthropomorphic in 
appearance, and also their personal attributes point to a differentiation between the 
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individuals and perhaps a certain identity as well. It is unclear which sex the persons are 
representing, since no gender characteristics are present. The upper feline is situated on 
top of the entire human, while the lower variant is more located on the persons legs. The 
position of the humans is similar however, with their left arm extended and the right arm 
bend above their heads. On the rock face it was difficult to see the left leg of the lower 
person, but according to the drawings made by Grove, Cook de Leonard, and Gay (figure 
37) this leg was bend upwards, resembling the upper persons left leg. What characterizes 
the upmost individual is the wavy symbol protruding from his forehead. The second 
person also appears to have some elements located on his head, possibly representing a 
headdress, as can be seen from the illustrations of Cook de Leonard and Grove (figure 37). 
From this headdress a similar, but bigger, wavy symbol is emanating. Cook the Leonard 
(1967, 61) interprets these elements as depicting flames, representing either the twilight, 
or the fire that the feline is taking from him. Angulo (1987, 145-147) however identifies 
the elements as aztaxolli, which symbolizes sacrifice in Mexica societies. According to 
Angulo the persons on relief IV, as well as the possible one on relief III, where being 
offered to the felines, who represent the lords of the night, the darkness and the 
otherworld. His theory is partially based on the ear of the upper feline, which resembles 
the Maya glyph for Venus, indicating the creatures represent celestial deities. However, 
despite their dominant position, the creatures do not seem to be eating their “prey”, as is 
also suggested by Reilly (1993, 5). Their posture resembles more one of guarding. 
Perhaps the position of the animals is meant to symbolize domination, rather than the 
actual physical act of attacking. 
Furthermore, on the drawing made by Cook de Leonard (figure 37), several plant-
like elements are depicted behind the upper felines tail. No reference can be found 
however to these markings in the text, and the author did not notice any during the 
examination of the stone, neither are they present on drawings of other scholars. 
Nevertheless, it is not unlikely that they were present. From what can be deduced from 
the illustration, these elements were not related to the feline images, and could have been 
created in a different period.  
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Figure 32: Relief IV, located at the southeast side of relief III (behind the fence on the 
right side of the picture). 
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Figure 33: Detail of relief IV, showing individual 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 34: Detail of relief IV, showing individual 2. 
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Figure 35: Detail of relief IV, showing the head of individual 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 36: Detail of relief IV, showing the head of individual 2. 
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Figure 37: Drawings of relief IV: a) drawing by Cook de Leonard (1967, 75); b) drawing 
by Grove (1968, 489); c) drawing by Gay (1966, 61); d) drawing by the author, made in 
2012.
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6.1.3 Monument 31 
 
Monument 31 (figure 38 to 42) was discovered some years before the small scale 
excavation lead by Aviles, at the southwest of relief III. In contrast to the previously 
discussed reliefs, the carving of monument 31 was not created on surface rocks, but on a 
separate smaller boulder, shaped into a stela. Only the front of the stela contains carvings, 
and although the monument is clearly rectangular in shape, the other sides seem 
unprocessed and crude.  
The monument again shows the image of a creature, seated on top of a person. 
The depicted animal is very similar to the ones previously discussed, and can thus be 
interpreted as such. Its sharp claws, long tail, and rounded ear resemble those of a feline. 
Because this sculpture was conserved much better than the others, the face of the feline 
can be observed in great detail (figure 40). The feline of monument 31 clearly shows the 
beaklike element, that was less evident in reliefs III and IV. The contours of the mouth 
are delineated, while both the upper and under lip end in rounded nibs, therefore 
resembling the beak of a bird. In the upper part of its opened mouth another curved 
feature is visible, that may represent the creatures gum brackets. The clear point in which 
it ends, makes this interpretation dubious however. Also, from the upper jaw a large fang 
is protruding, that does not originate from the inner element. The eye of the feline is 
lobbed and contains a clear pupil. Above the eye a rounded flame-like feature can be seen, 
that contains three larger lobs, and one small one, between the second and the third spike. 
This element closely resembles the so-called serrated eyebrow, which was discussed 
earlier. The feline’s ear appears to be near identical to the ear of the upper image of relief 
IV, with a W-shaped element at the base, and an arched feature within the ear. Also two 
indentations are visible between the W, but it remains questionable whether these were 
intentionally created, or produced by weathering processes. 
 The posture of the feline also closely resembles relief IV, especially individual 1, 
with the left front paw curved outside to show the elbow. The right hind leg is extended, 
next to which a round feature is visible, that resembles the shape of a knee that is bend 
upwards. It is not clear what this feature should represent, since it does not appear to be 
part of the right hind leg, which originates above this element. Perhaps it is meant to 
indicate the position of the left hind leg behind the body, or it could be a personal element, 
characterizing the feline’s identity. Furthermore the tail is pointing upwards, as is 
common with the other felines, and extends out of view at the left side of the monument. 
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Another interesting aspect is the excessively large claw that can be found at the left paw, 
which rests dangerously on the forehead of the human personage. It must be noted 
however that the monument was reconstructed at this part, and the large claw may be the 
result of a misinterpretation. Upon closer examination it appears that the claw is not part 
of the feline’s paw, but separated by a line (figure 41). This notion is supported by the 
number of nails the creature possesses. The upper left paw contains three front nails and 
one protruding from his thumb, which also seems to be the case in relief IV and 
monument 41. The interpretation of the element as a large claw is therefore debatable and 
must be reconsidered. Possibly the human personage possessed an element on his 
forehead that may have been similar to the one protruding from the head of the persons 
on relief IV and V. The other paw of the feline is located on top of the left one, as if the 
feline is pushing the human’s head down, creating a strong dominating look. The posture 
of the human is slightly different than those of relief IV. The person is situated on its left 
side, with one arm extending out of view at the right part of the stela. Also the legs are 
only partly visible. With fortunate light the faint contours of the face can be seen, which 
is depicted en profil (figure 41). The eye seems to be closed, and again the sex of the 
depicted person is unknown. 
 Above this scene a large volute is portrayed, that is a reoccurring element in 
Chalcatzingo, among others on reliefs I and V, and monument 41. Reilly (1993) calls this 
motif a ‘lazy-S symbol’, which can also be found in Maya hieroglyphic writing. It is 
usually believed to symbolize a cloud, because of the association with raindrops. The 
raindrops, described as ‘phallic-shaped’ by Reilly (1993), are visualized by circles 
attached to ovals. These elements can also be found in monument 31, where three of them 
are located between the feline and the volute. The interpretation of clouds and raindrops 
seems to have merit, since their shape and relative position resemble the symbols, and 
water appears to be an important subject in many Chalcatzingo carvings. 
Interestingly, from the stomach area of the human individual, a line is protruding, 
that resembles an umbilical cord, although it does not appear to emanate from the navel. 
According to Reilly (1993, 5-6) the feline creature is ripping the human apart, 
symbolizing a bloodletting ritual. Combined with the lazy-S symbol and the phallic 
raindrops, Reilly believes this scene to be related to sacrifice and fertility. In this 
interpretation the line could represent an exposed bowel. However, no clear indications of 
injury are present, and the posture of the feline seems again to be dominating, rather than 
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attacking. Also, if the scene were to represent a bloodletting ritual, one should suspect 
blood to be represented as well. In monument 31 however, this is not the case. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 38: Monument 31, located at the southwest of relief III.
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Figure 39: Detail of monument 31, showing the feline creature, seated on top of the 
human. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 40: Detail of monument 31, showing the head of the feline 
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Figure 41: Detail of monument 31, showing the head of the human. The lighter parts are 
reconstructed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 42: Drawings of monument 31: a) drawing by Reilly (1993, 3); b) drawing by the 
author, made in 2012.
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6.1.4 Monument 41 
 
Monument 41 (figure 44 to 49), also called ‘the feline triad’, is the most recently found 
feline carving; it was discovered in May 2011. Excavations were carried out on the 
mountain terrace to restore the slope and build a containment wall of the rocks that were 
already present in the earth between the reliefs (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 49). During 
the research every rock face was thoroughly investigated, and between monuments III 
and 31 a new carving was discovered, with the engraved side facing the ground (figure 
43) (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 50). The archaeological remains that were discovered 
around the location of the monument consisted of ceramic, obsidian, and flint fragments 
(Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 54). Unfortunately the rock, on which the carving was located, 
was fragmented. The pieces were therefore removed and restored elsewhere (Córdova 
Tello et al. 2011, 51). Besides this fragmentation the relief is in an extraordinarily good 
state, showing many smaller details, that are degraded in reliefs III, and IV. Like 
monument 31 only the front of the rock contains carvings. In the present day the 
monument has been returned, erected, to its former location.  
 
Figure 43: The mountain ridge with the location where monument 41 was discovered. At 
the fence behind the monument relief III is located  (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 49). 
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The scene that is depicted on the monument is both similar and different to the other 
reliefs. Three animals are represented here, seated in a line behind each other. They are 
seen en profil, facing the right side of the monument, as is the consensus. The creatures 
contain the same general characteristics as the previously discussed carvings, among 
which sharp claws and fangs, rounded ears, and long tails, which corresponds to the 
interpretation of ‘feline’.  
Again differences are visible within their facial features. Their mouths are all 
beaklike in appearance, with the presence of an inner element, and a long fang protruding 
from the upper jaw. The characteristics of the mouths differ slightly however between the 
individuals, as does the shape of their heads. The rearmost feline has a round head, and a 
short snout. His beak covers the entire mouth, and resembles the one from monument 31 
(figure 46). The central feline has a somewhat flatter head, and his beak only covers the 
upper jaw, after which it curls around to meat his fang, creating a drooping mouth that is 
typically seen in feline (and canine) species (figure 47). In contrast to the rearmost 
individual, the second one appears to have its mouth closed. The foremost creature has 
the flattest head, and a longer snout. His fang is also longer than the others, and like the 
central feline the beak only covers his upper jaw, leaving his mouth closed (figure 48). 
Interestingly enough the first and third felines (counting from right to left) seem to 
possess a nostril, of which the latter is especially elongated, and carved in higher relief, 
while the former is a mere indentation (figure 46 and 48). These elements were not 
discovered in the other represented felines.  
The eyes of the creatures vary slightly in shape and size, but all possess a clear 
pupil. The markings above the eyes differ significantly and may have been for 
identification or symbolic purposes. All feline personages have a three-lobed eyebrow, 
that arches upwards. Individual 1 however, has three vertical stripes located above this 
feature (figure 48), individual 2 contains three dots (figure 47), and individual 3 does not 
have any additional elements at all (figure 46). It must be noted that the eyebrow of the 
latter is less pronounced, consisting of a thin line, in contrast to the higher relief of the 
others. The ears contain a similar variation. The first feline possesses an ear that is near 
identical the one found on monument 31, and the upper image of relief IV. In this case no 
holes can be found within the W-shape (accidentally or not). The ears of the other two are 
similar to each other, but differ from the first one. The W-shape is completely contained 
within the ear itself, and does not seem to protrude to the outside. although at good light 
thin lines are visible at the sides of the ears (especially at the bottom left of individual 2), 
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that may indicate that they once did (figure 46 and 47). Also there are two elevated dots 
visible within the W. All of the creatures possess the line that is visible on reliefs III, and 
IV. At the first and third felines it is clearly visible that this line continues from their neck 
to meet their beak. In the central feline on the other hand the line is only present across 
the abdomen. It must be noted that at the foremost creature this line is represented by a 
thin carving, while in the rearmost animal the part below this line is clearly elevated in 
relation to the rest of its body.  
The posture of the felines is different from the general consensus. The position of 
the rearmost individual is slightly similar, but his legs are all completely extended. The 
central feline however is seated more upright, and the first one even more so. Instead of a 
human personage, they seem to be seated on a volute, that runs out of sight at the bottom 
of the stone. Two similar volutes are visible above the scene (figure 44). The lowest one 
is identical to the ones found on relief I, and monument 31. The uppermost volute is only 
partly visible, and it is plausible that fragments of the monument are still missing at this 
point, since the stone was found broken, and only six of the nine quadrants were 
excavated, due to the logistics location of the new monument (Córdova Tello et al. 2011, 
53). Furthermore, only the tail of the third animal is pointing upwards, while the others 
have their tails located beneath their bodies, possibly due to a restriction in space.  
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Figure 44: Monument 41, located between relief III and monument 31. 
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Figure 45: Detail of monument 41, showing the three felines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 46: Detail of monument 41, showing the rearmost feline.  
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Figure 47: Detail of monument 41, showing the central feline.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 48: Detail of monument 41, showing the foremost feline.  
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Figure 49: Drawing of monument 41. 
 
 
6.1.5 Related iconography 
 
Relief I, commonly called ‘el Rey’, is the first discovered and most well-known carving 
from Chalcatzingo. Located in group A, high on the mountain terrace of the Cerro 
Chalcatzingo, the carving faces east. The relief shows the image of a person seated within 
a cave, that is symbolized by the opened maw of a creature. On top, the eye of the 
creature is visible, embedded with a cross-band that is surrounded by flames (figure 51a). 
The person that is seated in the cave is often interpreted as representing the rain god, 
because of the strong connection to water and agricultural fertility that is present on the 
reliefs of the entire group (Grove 1968, 487; Grove and Angulo 1987, 117; Guzman in 
Grove 1968, 487). The images of group Ia are therefore commonly called the ‘water 
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dancing group’, and are located on a separate rock face, creating a corner with relief I. 
According to Reilly (1993, 7) the creatures that are visible here represent Saurian 
supernaturals, for they resemble the behaviour of crocodilians, during their mating season. 
Due to degradation the identification of these animals remains dubious. It is evident 
however that they are linked to the concept of rain. Several of the creatures possess the S-
shaped symbolism that is also present in monuments 31 and 41. They seem to blow their 
breath to the sky, producing rain, after which vegetation sprouts from the ground (figure 
50). They are therefore believed to aid the rain god from relief I in his actions. From the 
cave of el Rey volutes are emanating that resemble this S-symbol as well. It is interesting 
to note that the rainclouds that are present above the cave and the water dancing group are 
different in shape, which will be discussed later. Cook de Leonard (1967, 66) interprets 
the volutes of relief I as thunder, since scrolls are often used in Mesoamerica to 
symbolize sound. Similarly the water dancing group would be calling to the skies instead 
of blowing. If the S-shaped symbols on monuments 31 and 41 represent clouds however, 
it is logical to assume the volutes from the cave are related to this. Perhaps they 
symbolize mist coming from the mountains, as is also suggested by Gay (1966, 57), 
which is a common and impressive event during the rain season in Chalcatzingo. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 50: Drawings of the water dancing group  (Reilly 1993, 3). 
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Figure 51: Drawings from Chalcatzingo; a) relief I showing a person seated in a cave 
symbolized by the opened mouth of a creature  (Cook de Leonard 1967, 74); b) 
monument 9, showing the frontal view of a similar animal  (Joralemon 1971, 49).  
 
 
Closely related to these reliefs is monument 9, which was most likely located on top of 
structure 4 of the central plaza, where it had been looted from (Grove and Angulo 1987, 
124).  Relief I and monument 9 are believed to portray a corresponding image as is 
visible by their similarities in appearance (figure 51). Both reliefs have a plus-shaped 
opening, vegetation sprouting from the corners and crossed eyes. That the opened maw of 
the creature symbolizes some kind of passage is evident in monument 9, where the stone 
of the inside of the mouth is completely cut away. 
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Reliefs II and V are located on the same terrace ridge as the feline motifs, with relief II at 
the most western side, and relief V opposite in the east. Relief II shows the image of four 
individuals, one of which is laying presumably naked on the ground (figure 52). Grove 
(1968, 487) indicates the three standing persons are wearing Olmec-style headdresses and 
masks, as can be seen by the straps around their heads. The third individual from the left 
shows the contours of a beak, very similar to the ones found on the feline carvings, with 
an inner element and a fang protruding from his upper jaw (figure 53). As previously 
mentioned, he also wears a headdress that shows similarities to the one found on relief IV. 
In a later article Grove (1972, 157) identifies this person as a priest, representing the same 
deity as individual 2 of relief IV. Also, the first and last person seem to have cross-shaped 
elements on their headdresses. What the scene is symbolizing remains unclear however. 
Cook de Leonard (1967, 64-66) believes the image depicts a ceremony related to the 
planting of corn, in which the fourth individual will be sacrificed. Grove (1968, 487-488) 
on the other hand, interprets the seated person as being a shaman, as is shown by his 
horned headdress. From their strange appearance and the location of the rock, it is evident 
that the depicted scene is related to the images of the other reliefs in the group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 52: Drawing of relief II  (Cook de Leonard 1967, 74). 
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Figure 53: Detail of relief II, showing the third individual. 
 
Relief V shows the image of a creature, from whose mouth a human is emerging (figure 
54). According to Cook de Leonard (1967, 61) the scene represents the birth of the Solar 
God from the great blue fire serpent. Grove (1968, 489) defines the creature however as a 
combination of a serpent and a crocodile. Upon closer examination the animal appears to 
possess a wing-shaped element that resembles the previously described hand-paw-wing 
motif. It is possible the Chalcatzingo relief is related to the stylized Olmec dragon images. 
He also possesses a cross on its back, perhaps indicating a divine status and relation to the 
celestial realm, and a long forked tong. Interestingly enough, the beak of the creature is 
similar to the beaks of the felines and the persons on relief II, with an inner element and, 
in this case, three upper fangs. Underneath the creature three S-shaped symbols are 
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visible. The close resemblance with the other S-shaped elements in Chalcatzingo again 
indicates an association with celestial symbolism. In combination with the winged 
element, the beak, and featherlike aspects that are located near its tail, the creature could 
be a variant of the Olmec sky serpent. As was also indicated by Cook de Leonard (1967, 
61) and Grove (1968, 489), the posture of the anthropomorphic figure closely resembles 
that of the humans depicted on relief IV, with the right arm bend and positioned over the 
head. Equally, from the forehead of this personage a wavy symbol is emanating, that is 
identical to the one on the upper image of relief IV.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 54: Relief V; insert: drawing of relief V  (Cook de Leonard 1967, 75).  
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6.2 The Olmec region 
 
As has been mentioned before, several feline images from other sites in the Olmec region 
resemble the previously discussed Chalcatzingo carvings. These depictions are located in 
the Gulf Coast area and Guerrero, at the sites of San Lorenzo, Rio Chiquito, Portrero 
Nuevo, Laguna de los Cerros, Juxtlahuaca, and Oxtotitlán. In this subchapter these 
findings, and their previous interpretations, are discussed and re-evaluated. 
 
 
6.2.1 San Lorenzo 
 
In the modern state of Veracruz, where the Coatzacoalcos river branches into the Río 
Chiquito, many Olmec settlements are present. Several of these sites were excavated in 
1946 by Matthew Stirling (1955), where he discovered multiple stone monuments, some 
of which show similarities with the feline carvings from Chalcatzingo.  
 In the most well-known settlement of San Lorenzo, monument 7 was discovered 
on the surface near the central mound of the site (figure 55). The large stone sculpture 
shows the image of feline, which is believed to represent a mountain lion (Stirling 1955, 
13, Coe and Diehl 1980, 312). Interestingly the position of the creature closely resemble 
the one of the Chalcatzingo felines, with its hind legs in a crouching position (Grove 1972, 
155). Also the body of the animal is strangely elongated and out of proportion, like the 
neck of the feline of relief III in Chalcatzingo. On the left side of the body a large symbol 
is clearly visible in bas-relief. Coe and Diehl (1980, 312) believe this element to represent 
a paw-wing motif, where the feathers are hidden behind the left hind leg of the creature. 
Reilly (1993, 2) identifies the motif as the lazy-S symbol that is also present on the 
Chalcatzingo carvings, relating the images to each other. Unfortunately the head of the 
monument is missing, making a direct correlation impossible. Reilly (1993, 6) however 
suggests the ear of this creature may have been similar to the symbols that are present 
among the Chalcatzingo felines.  
Also monument 30 portrays similarities to the Chalcatzingo carvings. The 
sculpture was discovered in 1967 during an excavation lead by Michael Coe, and shows 
the image of a composite creature in bas-relief (Coe and Diehl 1980, 338-339). The 
animal possesses the body of a serpent and a head with were-jaguar attributes (figure 56). 
The eye has been replaced by a cross-banded motif and its head ends in a V-shaped cleft, 
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somewhat similar to the headdress of relief IV. Especially the mouth of the creature 
however, resembles the feline depictions of Chalcatzingo. Monument 30 portrays an 
element that was called ‘egg-tooth’ by Joralemon (1971, 10), consisting of a protruding 
element from the upper jaw, closely resembling the structure of the mouth of the felines. 
Consequently the creature of the San Lorenzo monument also has a large upper fang, as 
well as an undulating line delineating its mouth, perhaps indicating the contours of a 
beaklike structure similar to the Chalcatzingo felines. 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 55: A drawing of monument 7 from San Lorenzo, showing a feline creature with 
S-shaped symbolism  (de la Fuente 1973, 187). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 56: A drawing of monument 30 of San Lorenzo, with the image of a composite 
animal with a beaklike mouth  (Joralemon 1971, 20). 
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6.2.2 Copulation monuments 
 
In the modern village of Tenochtitlán, situated northeast from San Lorenzo, another feline 
monument was found, which according to Stirling (1955, 8) represents an 
anthropomorphic jaguar in the act of copulation with a woman (figure 57a). Herewith the 
sculpture, named Río Chiquito monument 1, is similar to monument 3 found in Potrero 
Nuevo (figure 57c), east of San Lorenzo, which was discovered in the same year (Stirling 
1955, 19-20), as well as monument 20 of Laguna de los Cerros (figure 57b) (Clewlow 
1974, 83). The Río Chiquito feline appears to be wearing personal garments, but is 
regrettably missing the upper part of its body, as is the Laguna de los Cerros sculpture. 
The monument from Potrero Nuevo, although in a better state, is missing large parts of its 
body as well. The latter sculpture allegedly shows a feline seated on a woman, who is 
laying on her back with her legs bended upwards (Stirling 1955, 19-20). The large claws 
of the creature clearly show a feline species is indicated, herewith resembling the 
Chalcatzingo felines of relief IV and monument 31, who are seated upon a human 
individual in a similar manner. Also the other two sculptures from Río Chiquito and 
Laguna de los Cerros appear to portray similar scenes. The interpretation of human-
animal copulation however, remains a debatable theory. Clewlow (1974, 84-85) argues 
evidence for copulation is lacking in the Río Chiquito monument, and also Davis (1978, 
453-454) beliefs the monuments to be misinterpreted. Both scholars identify the feline’s 
posture as being one of ‘triumph’, while Davis (1978, 454-455) draws parallels between 
the Gulf Coast monuments and the carvings of Chalcatzingo, and relates them to a 
‘warrior cult’, where warriors would have obtained a special status in Olmec society. In 
essence the latter theory closely resembles the well-known ‘cult of the leader’, in which 
the strength of the ruler is also emphasized. Perhaps it is not a special rank of warriors 
that is visualized in these monuments, but rather the power of the leader himself. 
Although identification of these sculptures remains uncertain due to the level of  
mutilation, it is evident that felines portrayed an important role in this area. Also Río 
Chiquito monument 2 and San Lorenzo monument 56 show clear feline characteristics 
that resemble the Chalcatzingo figures, of which the latter appears to portray a feline 
attacking a human individual (Coe and Diehl 1980, 363; Clewlow 1974, 100). 
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Figure 57: Monuments showing possible animal-human copulation: a) Río Chiquito 
monument 1 (Milbrath 1979, 56); b) Laguna de los Cerros monument 20 (Milbrath 1979, 
56); c) Potrero Nuevo monument 3 (de la Fuente 1973, 167-168). 
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6.2.3 Juxtlahuaca 
 
The cave of Juxtlahuaca is located in the valley of the Sierra Madre del Sur in Guerrero. 
In 1966 Carlo Gay (1967) conducted two surveys, in which he recorded several paintings 
and line drawings in the Olmec style, as well as human remains and pottery. At the time 
Olmec art was only known from monumental architecture and smaller figurines and 
ceramics. This fact can be ascribed to the lack of natural rock in the plain Gulf Coast area. 
The paintings that may have been present on any surface material would have been lost 
due to weathering and erosion, as has happened with the pigments that were most likely 
present on the Olmec stone heads. The environment of Guerrero however is very different 
and offers mountains and caves that protected the images from degradation, rendering 
evidence of past Olmec painting practices.  
 The illustrations located deep within the caverns show various scenes, three of 
which are larger paintings (Grove 1970, 29). Painting number I, as described by Gay 
(1967, 31-33), shows the image of two persons, one of which is clothed in spotted 
garments (figure 58a). The person is significantly larger than the individual seated in 
front of him. The headdress that he is wearing shows similarities to the headdresses worn 
by the persons of relief II and the lower feline of relief IV in Chalcatzingo. Coe (1972, 
10) argues these headdresses were made of quetzal-feathers, which were used in later 
periods as a royal crown, suggesting that the depicted persons are Olmec leaders. Also 
painting III is clearly related to feline imagery (figure 58c). According to Gay (1967, 34) 
the image shows the depiction of a creature, possibly wearing the pelt of jaguar, although 
it may equally represent a feline in itself, or perhaps a combination of various animals, as 
is common in Olmec style art. It must be noted that in Amazonian societies shamans 
often transformed themselves into certain spiritual beings by wearing their skins or 
attributes. This belief, designated ‘perspectival multinaturalism’, holds that every living 
being is identical in essence, while the difference lies in the exterior bodies or ‘skins’ 
(Viveiros de Castro 2004, 465). It is possible that among Olmec societies a similar belief 
was present, indicating the Juxtlahuaca painting III as well as number I may represent a 
transformation ritual.  
Painting III forms a combined scene with painting II, portraying a feathered 
serpent, that shows a remarkable resemblance to relief V of Chalcatzingo (figure 58b). 
The creature possesses a long forked tong, in this case split in three, a serrated eyebrow, 
and a crossed eye (Joralemon 1971, 83).  
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Figure 58: Paintings from Juxtlahuaca; a) the cover of Natural History 67(4) (1967, 1) 
showing painting I; b) painting II of the feathered serpent (Gay 1967, 30); c) painting III, 
with the image of a jaguar located at the left of the serpent (www.wikipedia.org 19-03-
2013). 
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6.2.4 Oxtotitlán 
 
In 1968 David Grove conducted investigations in a cave, situated about 12,5 km north 
from Juxtlahuaca (Grove 1970, 6). This location, which is known as Oxtotitlán, contains 
several paintings that are Olmec style in appearance, dating to around 900-700 BCE 
(Grove 1970, 33). Several paintings are present within the cave, spread over three distinct 
locations (Grove 1970, 8). One of the larger depictions in the cave shows a person seated 
on a creature that resembles the Olmec altars from the Gulf Coast region (figure 59a) 
(Grove 1970, 10). Grove (1970, 9-11) calls this creature a ‘jaguar-monster’ and draws 
parallels to monument 9 from Chalcatzingo. With the depiction of large fangs and crossed 
eyes, it is evident the creature represents a similar entity as the other known images 
(among which relief I and monument 9 of Chalcatzingo) and therefore has a connection 
to the spirit world, which is reinforced by the location of the painting within the cave 
itself. Grove (1970, 9) indicates the person seated on top of this entrance is wearing an 
owl headdress, a feathered cloak, and jade ornaments. Because of these adornments 
relating to bird symbolism it is possible the opened maw of the creature symbolizes the 
celestial realm in particular, which would correspond to the imagery found in 
Chalcatzingo. The jade ornaments would again indicate a divine or precious status.  
Interestingly, the cave also contains the image of a jaguar, which is emanating 
from the testicles of person (figure 59b). In this case it is apparent that the creature 
represents a jaguar, as can be seen by its size and the spots on its pelt. According to 
Grove (1970, 33; 1972, 161) the image may be related to the relation between humans 
and jaguars and their mythical offspring. Also Coe (1972, 10) relates the image to the 
Olmec Royal line, and interprets the jaguar as the expression of Tezcatlipoca. It is 
possible however the image shows an alteration, rather than the sexual intercourse Grove 
(1970, 19) is suggesting. On the back of the jaguar small volutes are visible, that may 
indicate the animal is in state of transformation. Also, the man is covered in black 
pigment, which is a common depiction in Mesoamerican codices. This black colourant 
usually represents a hallucinogenic, that was used by priests to aid them in their spiritual 
journeys. This image may therefore be related to the concept of nahualism, showing the 
transformation of a man into a jaguar, rather then its birth; an interpretation also 
suggested by Tate (1996, 436-437). 
Painting I-c, located within the same group, shows a remarkable resemblance to 
relief V and subsequently to painting II from Juxtlahuaca (figure 59c). The creature 
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possesses clear fangs, a long forked tong and feather-like elements on its head and back, 
as well as serrated eyebrows. Grove (1970, 16) identifies this animal as a combination 
between the feathered serpent and the cipactli, a reptilian creature and first sign of the 
260-day calendar. This later interpretation corresponds to Joralemon’s (1976, 61-65) 
definition of God III, as a result of the continuity hypothesis. The association with later 
calendar symbolism however remains dubious, since ideas and meanings change over 
time. In any case, the similarity between painting I-c and relief V is evident, and can be 
dated to roughly the same period. 
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Figure 59: Cave paintings from Oxtotitlán; a) Mural I, showing a person seated on top of 
the opened maw of a creature (Grove 1969, 422); b) painting I-d, showing  a jaguar 
emanating from a man (Diehl 2004, 172); c) painting I-c, showing a feathered serpent  
(Joralemon 1971, 82). 
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What is evident from these iconographical locations of Juxtlahuaca and Oxtotitlán is the 
correlation between felines and caves, which points to the spiritual significance of the 
animals. Grove (1972, 161) also points to this correlation and argues that the depicted 
“cave monster” represents a jaguar in itself. Gay (1967, 34) on the other hand, 
emphasizes the importance of serpent ideology, and interprets the same image as 
symbolizing a snake. However, given the consensus of animal representation in Olmec 
cultures, the depicted creature is most likely a composition of multiple elements and 
should not be ascribed to a specific species. Also, there may be spatial and temporal 
variation between the various societies. The aspect that seems to be similar within these 
representations is the relation between the gate creature and the spirit realm. Furthermore, 
from the comparison between the Guerrero paintings and the reliefs from Chalcatzingo, it 
appears that the depicted scenes are similar, with a combination of both feline and serpent 
symbolism.  
 
 
6.3 Iconographical comparison 
 
The element that is the most reoccurring in the Chalcatzingo iconography of groups A 
and B is the S-shaped symbol, which is believed to represent a cloud. It has become 
evident however that another iconographical element was used to represent clouds, as is 
visible in relief I and group Ia. Since the same phenomenon is represented by two 
different symbols, there must have been a clear distinction in meaning as well. It is 
possible the S-formed clouds and the ones in group A represent different types. Reilly 
(1993, 6) on the other hand suggests the clouds symbolize different levels in the sky. He 
bases this theory on an interpretation made by Stone (1993 in Reilly 1993, 6), who 
interpreted a Maya glyph on the Cleveland museum plaque. Stone argues the S-shaped 
symbol represents the sky realm, associated with ancestors and meteorological events. 
This theory is supported by a glyph on page 68a of the Dresden codex, where two persons 
are standing on the sky band with S-shaped clouds above their heads (figure 60) (Reilly 
1993, 6). Since the shape of a cloud in the sky can be influenced by its height, different 
types of clouds are visible at different levels, combining the meteorological and 
ideological views.  
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Figure 60: A drawing of the left scene of page 68a of the Dresden codex, showing two 
persons seated on the skyband below S-shaped clouds  (Reilly 1993, 1). 
 
This theory is strengthened by the raindrops that are present among groups A and B. As 
can be seen on relief I, the rain falling from the layered “normal” clouds is represented 
differently than the larger drops that are present as well on monument 31. This could be 
explained by the same meteorological and ideological argumentation as the clouds. The 
rain from the “normal” clouds would in this case represent simple rain, or perhaps a 
certain kind of rain, such as the heavy rain showers that occur during the rainy season. It 
is evident that the larger drops are linked to the S-shaped clouds and could therefore 
possess a spiritual status as well. According to Angulo (1987, 133) the larger raindrops 
symbolize precious water or the blood of the gods in other Mesoamerican societies. This 
argument is strengthened by the round elements that are present around the mist that is 
emanating from the cave of el Rey (figure 51a). These aspects are believed to represent 
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jade, which usually symbolizes a precious status in Postclassic Mesoamerican codices 
(Grove 1968, 486). This interpretation corresponds to the conventional theory of caves as 
entrances to the spirit world, as represented in relief I by the opened maw of a creature 
and a crossed and flamed eye. The jade, the raindrops and the S-shaped mist emanating 
from the opening indicate the cave represents an entrance to the celestial realm. Also the 
person present in this shelter, is seated upon an S-shaped symbol, while holding another 
one in his hands (figure 51a). As previously discussed, the person is believed to represent 
a rain god. The person in question however, might also represent a human individual with 
certain spiritual abilities. The S-shaped artefact that he is holding could symbolize the 
divine status of the object or perhaps that the action in itself is related to the celestial 
realm. Coe (1977, 189) compares this element to the ceremonial bar, known from the 
Maya region. This symbol is related to the bearded dragon, which is occasionally 
portrayed with celestial symbolism, strengthening the interpretation of the element in 
relief I. In combination with the depictions of the ‘water dancing group’ the theory of 
agricultural fertility seems to be logical, also explaining why the raindrops are ‘phallic-
shaped’, as indicated by Reilly (1993, 4).  
Due to the location of group B, the reliefs and monuments in this area are most 
likely part of a different story than the images of group A. When following the latter line 
of argumentation it becomes evident that the felines of monuments 31 and 41 have a clear 
relation to the celestial realm, as is represented by the S-shaped clouds above their heads. 
In this respect the volutes the feline triad is seated on could symbolize the sky realm as 
well, indicating these creatures are located within the spirit world itself. For the remaining 
felines, the elements such as the clouds, raindrops, and cross-bands may very well 
symbolize their divine status and connection to the sky realm. The same argument could 
be applied to the strangely shaped ears, which are nearly identical in appearance. Angulo 
(1987, 145) states the ears resemble the Maya glyph for Venus. Although a direct 
correlation with this glyph cannot be made, it appears the lower part of the ears is 
definitively similar to the glyph T510af (ek’), which is the half form of the glyph for 
‘star’ (figure 61). This would correspond to the celestial status of the creatures. Although 
the Maya culture cannot be held as an example for the explanation of Olmec symbols, the 
Maya glyphs likely originated from Olmec precedents (Reilly 1993, 1). It is therefore 
plausible that Maya signs with celestial connotations derived from Olmec symbols with a 
similar meaning. 
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Figure 61: a) Drawings of the ears of the feline carvings; b) ek’, the Maya half glyph for 
‘star’  (www.famsi.org, 18-04-2013).  
 
In this respect the identification of the animals must be sought in celestial symbolism as 
well. The heads of the creatures clearly portray avian characteristics as can be seen by 
their beaks. In combination with the clear and prominent feline aspects that are present, 
the creatures can be classified as a felis aviaria. It must be noted that many vultures reside 
on the mountain tops of Chalcatzingo, which could provide a possible identification for 
the bird species that is represented, although this cannot be stated with any certainty. The 
relation between birds and the celestial realm is evident, but the same correlation can be 
made for felines. In Olmec archaeology a similar relation can be found in monument 7 of 
San Lorenzo, where the S-shaped symbol is present on the creatures side, relating it to the 
sky realm. Because jaguars are partly arboreal, they are associated with celestial 
symbolism in many American cultural traditions. For instance in Maya civilizations the 
jaguar was often associated with  the planet Venus, and its spotted pelt was used to 
symbolize the night sky (Benson 1998, 68-69), which corresponds well with the star 
glyph that is present in the ear of the Chalcatzingo felines. However, judging from the 
size of the creatures, in combination with the bi-colouration previously noted by Grove 
a b 
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(1972, 155), a puma would be the most logical identification of the feline species 
depicted in Chalcatzingo, which are known to frequently climb trees and mountains. 
Perhaps the inhabitants of the site related the divine status of jaguars to similar animals 
from their own area.  
 The appearance of the Chalcatzingo felines hereby closely resembles the so-
called Olmec ‘bird-monster’ as described by Joralemon (figure 62) (1976, 52). These 
creatures are composite animals, with avian features in combination with reptile and/or 
mammal characteristics. They often possess serrated eyebrows, trough- or L-shaped eyes, 
a beak that hooks over the lower jaw with a large bifid fang, clear nostrils, and 
occasionally the hand-paw-wing motif. The correlation between the latter description of 
the bird-monster and the creatures of Chalcatzingo is evident. All the felines possess a 
serrated eyebrow, a beak and a fang, although not bifid. Furthermore individual 1 of relief 
IV contains an L-shaped eye, and individuals 1 and 3 of monument 41 portray clear 
nostrils, while the feline of monument 31 has a sharply hooked beak. The inner elements 
that are present within the beaks are very similar to the previously discussed ‘egg-tooth’. 
Although they do not seem to represent actual egg-teeth, it appears that the element is 
inherent to the representation of beaks and is also present in the bird-monster motifs. Also 
monument 30 of San Lorenzo can be identified as the same creature, since it possesses 
similar attributes, although in combination with the body of a serpent rather than a feline. 
It remains unclear however in what degree the varying depictions of the ‘bird-monster’ 
are related to each other, due to temporal and spatial differentiation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 62: A drawing of offering 1943-g from La Venta, showing the image of a ‘bird-
monster’  (Joralemon 1971, 68). 
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The combination of the bird-monster attributes with feline features has not been 
discovered so far in other parts of the Olmec area and could thus be inherent to 
Chalcatzingo itself. It seems thus that feline symbolism was very prominently present in 
the site.  
 
Having identified the basic features of the Chalcatzingo carvings it is necessary to focus 
on the symbolism that is behind it and the story it conveys. In relation to reliefs II and V, 
it is evident the feline depictions are related. Grove (1968, 489) is the first to suggest the 
carvings may be part of a narrative. The position and orientation of the images surely 
supports this theory, although the timeline of production is unknown and spread over a 
radius of 300 years. Assuming the carvings do in fact represent a narrative, the reading 
order would be from left to right, as can be seen by the orientation of the depicted 
personages. Also group Ia is believed to have a reading order from left to right (Angulo 
1987, 133). The combination between feline and serpent symbolism has been made 
evident in the cave paintings from Oxtotitlán and Juxtlahuaca, where similar depictions 
can be found. Given the strong similarities between the serpents of Oxtotitlán and 
Juxtlahuaca, and relief V it is reasonable to presume the same creature is depicted. It may 
therefore be possible that the narratives of these locations are related as well. It must be 
noted however that the sites of Oxtotitlán and Juxtlahuaca derive from a different region, 
making a direct comparison problematic, given that form is not parallel to meaning, as 
had already been noted by Saunders (1994, 106). The resemblance in form however 
indicates both depictions could derive from the same source; the same underlying 
narrative. Although the eventual interpretation and meaning may have been 
different, the correspondence of the images indicates a link between the regions 
and their ideologies, making a comparison possible on a more general level, aiding 
the identification of the images. According to Grove (1970, 10) the theme of Oxtotitlán 
mural I (which closely resembles the gate creature from el Rey) is rain, water and fertility, 
which corresponds to the interpretation of group A from Chalcatzingo. Relief V should 
thus be seen as an inherent part of the depicted narrative. This creature closely resembles 
the celestial variant of the Olmec dragon, with crossed-banded symbolism, large fangs, 
and the hand-paw-wing motif. Both the cross-band motif and the S-shaped symbols point 
to the celestial connotations of the animal, in contrast to the terrestrial variant. The animal 
is hereby a combination of a bird and serpent, with reptilian attributes as well, as can be 
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seen by the row of teeth. Also the feathers that are located on the back of the creature may 
indicate it is related to the well-known feathered serpent that is known from later 
Mesoamerican cultures. The human individual that is emanating from the creatures mouth 
on relief V should thus have a pertinent connection to the celestial realm as well, since the 
depicted creature from which it originates is a divine sky entity. As with the gate creature, 
the image may indicate the person is coming from the spirit world, perhaps it signifies the 
birth of the human, as Cook de Leonard (1967, 61)  proposed, symbolizing his divine 
origin and relation to the celestial realm.  
The felines of relief IV, monument 31, and also possibly of relief III, are seated 
on human figures. As was made evident in the previous chapter, their posture is similar to 
monument 1 from Río Chiquito, monument 3 from Potrero Nuevo and monument 20 
from Laguna de los Cerros. Unfortunately the missing heads make a direct correlation 
impossible. Neither these images nor the Chalcatzingo reliefs however, appear to 
represent copulation scenes. On the basis of their posture it seems that the divine feline 
beings are dominating the humans below. This suggests the scenes symbolize the power 
of the feline individuals and/or a historical/mythological victory over the depicted human 
individuals. Herewith the personal attributes of the felines, such as the eyebrows, 
headgear or clothing, could provide a means of identification, although this will be 
difficult to verify today. The elements that are emanating from the heads of the human 
individuals on reliefs IV and V, and possibly on monument 31, may be related to the 
domination as well. Although identification of the aspects remains speculative, it is 
possible the symbol is related the concept of a ‘soul’ or life essence.  
 The image of relief II most likely represents a certain ritual or ceremony that is 
related to the previous images, as can be seen by the masks of the human individuals, 
which strongly resemble the feline carvings. The similarities between the headgear of 
individual 3 from relief II and individual 2 from relief IV, as well as the beak-shaped 
masks of the standing persons, indicate a strong relation between the images that links the 
portrayed ritual with the depictions of the felines. 
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7. Discussion 
 
Having reached the second level of Panofsky’s iconographical analysis (to a certain 
degree), it is necessary to focus on the third, symbolic, level. For this purpose the 
concepts of corporate art and nahualism are incorporated, in order to establish how the 
feline motifs are connected to the worldview of the Olmec people. First the ideas of 
corporate art and nahualism are applied to the Olmec cultural tradition in general, after 
which a complete iconographical analysis follows, relating the concepts and the discussed 
interpretations to the feline imagery of Chalcatzingo. 
 
 
7.1 The concept of corporate art 
 
As has been discussed in chapter 2, the concept of corporate art refers to the use of art and 
ideology to establish and retain a base of power in a given society. This notion is not 
unknown in Olmec archaeology, although not usually referred to as such. In many aspects 
the Olmec ideology resembles the Moche worldview and other Middle and South 
American cosmologies. The world is being guided by spiritual forces that shape the 
environment and everything that inhabits it. Many scholars point in their work to the 
strong connection between power and art, and the emphatic authority of the Olmec rulers 
(Bernal 1969, 36; Coe 1972, 5-11, Reilly 1990, 15-16; Tate 1999, 169). It is without 
doubt that the monuments reflect an advanced hierarchical system within Olmec societies. 
Although many Mesoamericanists mention the power and the state, not much emphasize 
is put on the development through time. As was discussed in chapter 1 however, it is 
important to look forward and not question why the Olmec ‘cult of the ruler’ developed, 
but why the previous system changed. When looking at Early Formative civilizations 
throughout Mesoamerica it seems logical to presume a kinship based system was present 
before the rise of the Olmec societies. In Early Formative times Mesoamerican societies 
were mainly organized into sedentary villages, that were based on an agricultural 
subsistence (Sander and Price 1968, 26-27). Sanders and Price (1968, 110-111) argue a 
tribal system may have been present in Mesoamerica, among which the Gulf Coast area 
and the basin of Mexico, prior to the rise of chiefdoms. These tribal societies were 
egalitarian in nature, based on communal efforts and activities (Sanders and Price 1968, 
42). It is evident that at a certain moment in time the inequality increased, allowing for 
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the rise of a strong hierarchical system. As previously discussed by Bawden (2004, 119), 
such a system is most commonly created by the combination of the collective and 
competitive aspects of human behaviour. In relation to the Olmec style civilizations these 
conflicting forces could have been the reason for the rise of social diversity and 
eventually a strong political system. If the early Formative societies existed out of small 
kinship based communities, an increase in competition and friction between them is the 
most likely cause, perhaps initiated by environmental circumstances or conflict. A 
growing social inequality is then created by advocating these communal and competitive 
aspects and combining them in the already existing ideology. Bawden (2004, 124) states: 
“Dominant ideology is the most successful when it proclaims a system of central 
authority that is regarded as advantaging the population as a whole and when its tenets 
and forms are drawn from the familiar cultural memory of the entire group”. Due to its 
spatial and temporal expansion the Olmec style can be regarded as a ‘dominant ideology’. 
This theory would explain the existence of the various large chiefdoms in the Olmec Gulf 
Coast area, such as San Lorenzo and La Venta. The archaeological evidence points to a 
strong ideological and political system that could very well be based on the initial and 
remaining competition between the various societies. Within the artworks the power of 
the ruler was retained and strengthened by placing the leader in the centre of the ideology, 
as was the case with the Moche cultural tradition. According to Diehl (2004, 100) a shift 
is visible in Olmec art from 1200 BCE onwards, in which rulers became the centre of 
focus, taking over roles that were first reserved for shamans. With these developments the 
leader was able to obtain a divine status, which eventually gave him the ultimate source 
of power. In respect to Olmec style monuments, this ‘corporate art’ is visible in the 
various carvings and paintings. These images show the connection between humans and 
the spirit world, which is represented by the opened maw of a creature. This interpretation 
corresponds to the notions made by van Dyke (2009, 221-222), who states that “memory 
may be used to naturalize or legitimate authority, to create a sense of community identity, 
or to disguise or ameliorate rupture”.  The dominant ideology of the Olmec was thus used 
to reinforce elite networks by emphasizing the communal aspect and provide the leaders 
with the divine right to rule.  
 Also the demise of the Olmec style can be indirectly explained with the theory of 
corporate art, since, just like the Moche civilization, the Olmec rulers may have been held 
responsible for destructive natural forces. After the decline of La Venta a clear change in 
artistic expression is visible that could be related to a change in the political organisation, 
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especially when the art was used to legitimate the power of the leader. Around 500-400 
BCE parts of the Gulf Coast area became uninhabited for over a 1000 years, during which 
the Olmec style trade networks ceased to exist (Diehl 2004, 81-82). Diehl (2004, 82) 
argues that tectonic activities and coastal subsidence caused massive environmental 
changes, making the region temporarily inhabitable. Also the well-discussed idea of 
mutilation could provide insights into the decline of the political system. Many Olmec 
style monuments were destroyed; in particular the throne-altars were subject to mutilation, 
as well as anthropomorphic statues and stelae (Grove 1981, 49). Specifically the throne-
altars played an important role in iconography of the ruler (Reilly 1990, 16). In San 
Lorenzo there is evidence the Olmec stone heads were thrown into a ravine, possibly 
around the time of San Lorenzo’s collapse (Coe and Diehl 1980, 299). Although the 
disfiguration is usually ascribed to ritual behaviour, perhaps associated with the end of a 
period (Grove 1981, 49), these actions could have been the result of a revolt, in which the 
political status of the ruler was no longer accepted.  
 
 
7.2 Shamanistic transformations 
 
Previously, the concept of shamanism has been defined in this research as “a person who 
is able to communicate with the spirits” (after Morris 2006, 19). As proposed by Reilly 
(2000, 374), this very general definition of shamanism can be divided into three 
categories: individualistic shamanism, collective shamanism, and institutional shamanism. 
The former term refers to societies where the ability to contact spirits is reserved for a 
single person, while collective shamanism indicates a greater number of individuals will 
be able to conduct shamanistic rituals. The last concept is reserved for politically 
structured societies, where shamanistic abilities are used as a source for power. As was 
shown in the previous chapters, Olmec shamanism can be regarded as ‘institutional 
shamanism’, due to the shamanistic abilities of the leaders and the associated political 
power. From the Olmec iconographical evidence it has become apparent that the leader 
was portrayed as the axis mundi, the centre of the universe, which would correspond with 
the status of a shaman, who can communicate with all the worldly realms. the shamanistic 
abilities of the Olmec leaders seems to have been congenital, indicating divine descent as 
proposed by Stirling (1955, 19-20), Coe (1972, 5-11), and Grove (1984, 130). 
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In Olmec ideology also the concept of nahualism, indicating the ability to transform 
oneself into an animal alter ego, is not unknown and the well-known were-jaguars are 
often believed to represent these shamanistic transformations (Furst 1968). From this 
respect it appears that the feline characteristics of the were-jaguar children and many 
other Olmec iconographical elements may not refer to the physical appearance of these 
people, but rather to their ability to transform themselves into a feline, or perhaps one of 
the other suggested animals. Since this ability was considered rare it may have been 
linked to the royal descent lineage, which was obtained at birth. These notions are 
supported by the cave paintings present in Juxtlahuaca and Oxtotitlán. The paintings may 
refer to the ability of a ruler to transform himself into a jaguar and therefore proving his 
ancestry and divine right to rule, as well as his capacity to communicate with, and travel 
to, the spirit world. Although it is possible more persons with shamanistic abilities were 
present among Olmec societies, it appears evident that the role of the leader was 
indivertibly merged with the concept of nahualism, placing the ruler at the absolute centre 
of the universe. 
 
 
7.3 Iconographical analysis 
 
From the given interpretation of the carvings it seems that the mountains of Chalcatzingo, 
with their many shelters and cavities, were seen as a divine place that was connected to 
the celestial realm. Upon the mountain slopes several reliefs and monuments are located 
that represent this ideology. What has not been discussed however is why these carvings 
were placed here, what their function was, and how their presence affected the inhabitants 
of the site. In the previous subchapters the importance of corporate art and nahualism in 
Olmec societies has been pointed out. These concepts can also be applied to the site of 
Chalcatzingo, where the rise of ceremonial centres and monumental art suggests a similar 
political development as the Olmec settlements that are present in the Gulf Coast area.  
Archaeological remains point to the existence of multiple communities in the 
region, which were largely dependant on the river Amatzinac, due to the relative drought 
of the area, especially during the dry season. Rivalry over the present water and the 
surrounding fertile lands could have accounted for the rise of social inequality, where the 
leaders assumed a more dominant role, as was the case in other Olmec societies. The 
importance of rain and fertility is clearly visualized in the group A carvings of 
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Chalcatzingo, showing the preciousness of rain and mist in relation to the growth of 
vegetation. This clear Olmec style iconography that is present at the site of Chalcatzingo 
indicates the settlement was part of the schematic narrative template that is Olmec 
ideology. As was explained before, the distribution and variation of the Olmec style 
suggests the existence of general narratives, which are depicted within the iconography. 
From the theory of corporate art, it has become evident that the dominant political power 
of the leader is strongly connected to collective memory. The relation between the latter 
concepts is also advocated by Wertsch (2008, 124), who focuses on state control of 
collective memory and its ability to control the production of narratives. The Olmec “cult 
of the leader”, being grounded within the memory of the people, is therefore the main 
component of the Chalcatzingo monuments, reflecting the narratives and ideology of the 
inhabitants of the site. Also Reilly (1990, 19)  points to the significance and divinity of 
the Olmec leader in these monuments, strengthening the latter interpretation. 
Since the power of the leader is connected to shamanistic abilities in other Olmec 
societies, it is most likely that this was also the case in Chalcatzingo. Within the Gulf 
Coast area the leaders are believed to be of divine origin, setting them apart from the 
commoners and ascertaining their right to rule, which corresponds to the theory of 
corporate art. With this link to the spiritual realm the Olmec leaders placed themselves at 
the centre of the universe. This divinity was possibly expressed by the natural ability of 
the leaders to transform themselves into an animal alter ego, herewith representing their 
spiritual ancestry. This concept of nahualism can also be found within the material 
culture of Chalcatzingo. For instance a ceramic vessel that was found at the site, shows 
the image of a creature that is half human, half animal (figure 63). The animal is listed as 
representing a jaguar, but its appearance more resembles that of a dog. In any case the 
sculpture could indicate the shamanistic transformation of an individual into his nahual 
counterpart. These general ideological conceptions are therefore likely to be present in the 
Chalcatzingo monuments, given their prominent position and the imagery that is present 
(see figures 25 to 49). The felines of group B could thus very well represent the 
nahualistic transformation of the Chalcatzingo leader(s), a conclusion that was also 
reached by Luckert (1976, 24). Grove (1972, 159) however, does not believe the felines 
to symbolize nahuals, because they appear to attack the human individuals below. 
Comparison with similar images from the Olmec area however dispute the latter 
interpretation. Like the felines of Río Chiquito, Potrero Nuevo, and Laguna de los Cerros, 
the Chalcatzingo variants seem to symbolize dominance. In this respect the felines may 
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have attacked or overcome the human individuals, but the emphasize of the image lies in 
triumph, rather than ferocity. As mentioned before, these scenes may be connected to the 
‘cult of the leader’. In combination with the discussed theory of corporate art, the statues 
could depict triumphing leaders, who have transformed into their nahual alter ego and 
obtained victory over their enemies, showing their power and divinity to the society. This 
theory is strengthened by a similar comparison with the cave art of Oxtotitlán and 
Juxtlahuaca, where several scenes closely resemble the narrative that is present in 
Chalcatzingo, including feline and serpent symbolism. Painting I-d from Oxtotitlán 
clearly shows a jaguar emanating from the testicles of a man, which is often regarded as 
representing a nahualistic transformation (figure 59b). Also paintings I and III from 
Juxtlahuaca show illustrations that correspond to this concept (figures 58b and 58c). Due 
to the similarities between these iconographical representations it seems that the felines of 
Chalcatzingo portray nahuals as well. 
 The latter theory may also provide an interpretation for relief II of Chalcatzingo. 
The ritual that is depicted has a strong correlation with the feline images, located directly 
at the left. Given the similarities in personal ornaments it is possible the same individuals 
are portrayed during a scene pertaining to nahualism. As was mentioned before, in some 
Amazonian cultures transformation is obtained by dressing as the spirit animal in 
question. It is evident that the individuals of relief II are undertaking a similar activity. 
Perhaps they symbolize leaders during a shamanistic ritual in which they transform 
themselves into their nahual or wear the garments pertaining to it. One could even 
speculate the seated person, who is interpreted as representing a shaman, is 
communicating with these ancestors by means of a hallucinogenic. The significance of 
the scene however, remains a topic for debate. 
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Figure 63: A ceramic vessel from Chalcatzingo, possibly showing a shamanistic 
transformation: a) right side, showing animal characteristics; b) left side, representing 
the human half; c) front view, where both sides meet. 
 
From the iconographical comparison it has become evident that the feline imagery is 
strongly related to celestial symbolism. When relating this to the previous theory on 
nahualism it appears that the represented leaders had a connotation to the sky realm as 
well. This relation could reside in the importance of rain and fertility in the site of 
Chalcatzingo. As absolute centre of the cosmic realms, it was the task of the leader to  
communicate with the spiritual forces. Asking for rain and the growing of crops was most 
probably of primary importance, which can be seen in the group A carvings. Instead of a 
rain god, the image may depict an Olmec leader that has travelled to the celestial realm, 
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indicated by the gate creature, to induce the divine and fertile rains of the rainy season, 
which is symbolized by the clouds, drops, mist and jade that are present among the 
carvings. If the felines of group B where to represent nahualistic transformations the 
celestial connotation would most likely indicate the leader’s connection with the 
production of fertile rain, as can also be seen in monument 31, where three of the drops 
are falling on the nahual from the location of the celestial realm. In this respect the site of 
Chalcatzingo was governed by a divine leader with a strong relationship to the sky world 
and the ability to transform himself into a celestial entity. According to Grove (1972, 
157-158) it is uncertain whether the felines represent multiple individuals or one entity 
with different attributes, perhaps indicating the concept of duality. The most recently 
discovered monument however points to the existence of multiple different persons, 
rather than the duality that is visible in relief IV. In relation to the leader’s political 
position the different felines may indicate the Royal descent lineage, where one 
generation is succeeded by the next. This ancestral lineage may be what is represented in 
monument 41, where three similar felines are seated in a line within the celestial realm 
itself. The latter theory could also explain the stylistic differences that are present 
between the various images, indicating the temporal variation of political succession. 
It is difficult to establish the extent to which the inhabitants of the site were 
affected by the present narratives, but, as for all ideologies, it must have been rooted into 
the daily life of the people. These ideological conceptions pertaining to the sky realm 
were most likely subject to a large scale of rituals and ceremonies, one of which is 
believed to be presented in relief II. Also relief I could indicate a possible ritualistic 
performance, where the ceremonial bar that the person is holding may represent the offer 
or activity that needed to be performed in order for the ruler to induce rain. The leader 
was herewith not only the focal point of the ideology itself, but also of the rituals that 
related to this, strongly emphasizing his significant position within the society.  
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8. Conclusion 
 
Within this research an answer has been provided to the main question: “How are the 
feline motifs in the Formative Olmec region, in particular the ones found in Chalcatzingo, 
Morelos, Mexico, connected to the worldview of the inhabitants of the area?” Herewith a 
new iconographical interpretation has been given on the feline carvings of Chalcatzingo, 
following the iconographical method of Panofsky. The results were based on a re-
assessment of previously conducted studies, newly drawn illustrations and photographs 
during personal research at the site of Chalcatzingo, and a comparison with other Olmec 
settlements, containing similar imagery. The extent to which the feline motifs were 
connected to the ideology of the inhabitants has been elaborately explained with the 
application of the concepts of ‘nahualism’ and ‘corporate art’. It must be stated that much 
of the research was based on previously conducted studies, and was therefore subject to 
the ideas and perspectives of other scholars. The extensive use of primary data however, 
was beyond the scope of this research.  
The iconographical analyses have pointed out that a strong celestial symbolism is 
present within the images of both group A and B, that is connected to the political 
organization of the Formative site of Chalcatzingo. In early Olmec style societies the 
social hierarchy advanced strongly due to a combination of communal and competitive 
aspects within the separate chiefdoms. The collective memory and narrative templates of 
the people were used to ascertain and reinforce the power of the leader, creating a 
dominant ideology that spread over a large part of Mesoamerica due to the formation of 
an interregional exchange network. Within this ideological system the leaders were 
envisioned as part of a divine descent lineage, with the ability to communicate with the 
spirit world and to transform themselves into their animal alter ego. The position of the 
rulers as absolute centre of the universe was visualized in the monumental artworks at the 
various sites, reinforcing and retaining the dominant political power. The significance of 
the leader as divine protector of the settlement was also represented in the carvings of 
Chalcatzingo, where the responsibility of the leader was tied to the growing of crops. The 
latter notion is visible in the reliefs of group A, showing an Olmec leader performing a 
ritual event in the celestial realm, which initiates a series of rains, fertilizing the land. The 
location of the sky world is herewith represented by the opened maw of a creature, which 
is used in Olmec iconography to symbolize a cave and entrance to the spirit world. The 
cross-banded eye of the gate creature indicates the portal leads to the celestial realm in 
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particular. From this location mist is emanating that induces fertile rains, symbolized by 
phallic-shaped raindrops and jade elements, indicating the preciousness and divinity of 
the action.  
The symbolism of the sky world is also present in the feline images that are 
located in group B. These creatures are a combination of both birds and pumas, creating 
composite animals, as is common in Olmec iconography. The bird symbolism comprises 
of a beak and a serrated eyebrow which also relates to the divine status of the entities, 
while the strong claws, long tail, snarling mouth and large fangs indicate feline 
characteristics. Within the ears of the creatures a symbol is illustrated that resembles the 
Venus or star glyph from Maya epigraphy, relating the images to celestial symbolism, 
along with the phallic raindrops and the S-shaped volutes on monuments 31 and 41, that 
are known to symbolize the location of the sky realm. The latter interpretation is 
strengthened by similar iconographical depictions that are present in other parts of the 
Olmec area. Several similarities can be found between a previously defined image of a 
‘bird-monster’ and the carvings of Chalcatzingo, including serrated eyebrows, hooked 
beaks, large fangs, and the so-called ‘egg-tooth’. Since the former depictions often bare 
strong correlations with the celestial realm a similar identification can be made for the 
feline monuments. This link is also indicated by the S-shaped symbol that was found on 
the body of a feline sculpture in San Lorenzo, closely resembling the clouds that are 
present in groups A and B.  
The images form a combined scene and narrative with reliefs V and II, 
consecutively showing the birth of an individual from the mouth of a celestial feathered 
serpent, and a ritual or ceremony that is performed relating to the feline images. A 
relation can be made between the Chalcatzingo narrative and the scenes that are present 
in the caves of Juxtlahuaca and Oxtotitlán in Guerrero, which show depictions of serpents 
that very much resemble relief V from Chalcatzingo, in combination with feline images. 
From painting I-d in Oxtotitlán it is evident a nahualistic transformation is depicted, in 
which an Olmec leader, as defined by his headdress, transforms himself into a jaguar. 
Due to the similarities between the two areas the felines of Chalcatzingo could be 
regarded as representing nahuals as well. The feline individuals herewith show the divine 
alter egos of several generations of leaders at the site, as can be seen on monument 41, 
which depicts three feline ancestors, situated within the sky realm itself, as is visible by 
the volute they are seated on. The scene that is represented on relief IV and monument 31, 
and possibly in relief III as well, is very similar to monuments from Río Chiquito, Potrero 
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Nuevo and Laguna de los Cerros, which show felines seated on top of human individuals. 
These images symbolize divine leaders, who show their power and dominance by 
defeating their human enemies. 
 This case-study of Chalcatzingo has pointed out that much can be learned on the 
worldview of the ancient Olmec societies and their extensive ideological exchange 
network. It goes without saying that more research is needed on the subject to uncover the 
full extent of the Olmec ideology and how it was embedded in the daily life of the people. 
By focussing on how this worldview evolved and was used in the political development 
of the societies a broader comprehension can be gained on Formative Mesoamerican lives.  
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Abstract in English 
 
Olmec feline imagery has been a subject of interest among scholars for many years. 
Several sites in the Gulf Coast area and Guerrero contain examples of these well-debated 
images, as well as the Formative Olmec site of Chalcatzingo, where a number of reliefs 
and monuments show the depiction of composite feline animals with clear avian 
characteristics. This research aims to investigate how these images are related to the 
worldview of the inhabitants of the site by comparison with similar material from the 
Olmec area. Herewith the concepts of ‘nahualism’ and ‘corporate art’ will be applied to 
the interpretation of the carvings and their significance to the society. The first concept 
refers to the ability to transform oneself into an animal alter ego, while the latter term 
indicates the use of architecture and monuments to ascertain a strong political power 
within a given community. Building on research previously conducted by Mesoamerican 
scholars, individual fieldwork at the site of Chalcatzingo, and a final iconographical 
analysis, the conclusions of this research have shed light on the social organization, 
exchange, and belief system of the Olmec region. As opposed to the mother-culture 
theory, it has become evident that the Olmec societies were part of a large network of 
interactions, where a dominant ideology was spread over an area extending from 
Guerrero, Mexico to as far as Honduras. The Olmec style art that is present in these 
settlements strongly reflects the worldview of the people, where the leader is regarded as 
being of divine descent, as is shown by his ability to transform into a nahual. With the 
capacity to communicate with the spirit world the Olmec ruler was placed in the absolute 
centre of the universe. These aspects are also visualized within the feline carvings of 
Chalcatzingo, which depict several generations of leaders in their nahualistic 
transformations. In most occasions these feline rulers are seated upon human individuals 
to indicate their power and dominance to the society, while the iconographical elements 
of the carvings clearly show the symbolic relation to the celestial realm. The latter aspect 
is also visible in other reliefs at the site, representing the important task of the leader to 
ask the spirits for fertile rains that would allow crops to grow in the relatively dry area of 
the settlement. Herewith the concept of ‘corporate art’ becomes clear, where the leader’s 
status was reflected and reinforced with the use of the present artworks. In the site of 
Chalcatzingo, the feline carvings located on the highest of the mountains thus reflect the 
dominant ideology that exists within Formative Olmec societies, symbolizing the eminent 
link that is present between the ruler and the sky. 
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Abstracto en Español 
 
Las imágenes de felinos en la cultura Olmeca se han discutido con frecuencia entre los 
académicos.  Varios sitios en el área del Golfo de México y Guerrero contienen ejemplos 
con estos motivos, así como el sitio de Chalcatzingo del Formativo, donde un cantidad de 
relieves y monumentos muestra claramente la representación de animales felinos en 
combinación con atributos aviares. Esta investigación tiene como objectivo estudiar cómo 
estas imágenes están relacionadas con la cosmovisión de los habitantes del sitio, mediante 
la comparación de material similar en el área olmeca.  Los conceptos de ‘nahualismo’ y 
‘arte corporativo’ serán explorados a partir de las interpretaciónes de los relieves y su 
significación para la sociedad. El primer concepto se refiere a la capacidad para 
transformarse en un álter ego animal, y el segundo se relaciona con  la utilización de 
arquitectura y monumentos para apropiarse de un poder político dentro una comunidad 
determinada. Sobre la base de investigaciones anteriores, se realizó trabajo de campo en 
Chalcatzingo junto con un análisis iconográfico.  Las conclusiones de este estudio han 
contribuido a clarificar más sobre la organización social, el intercambio, y la cosmovisión 
de la región Olmeca. En contraposición a la teoría de la ‘cultura madre’, se ha enfatizado 
que las sociedades Olmecas fueron parte de una red de interacción donde una ideología 
dominante se extendió de Guerrero hasta Honduras. El arte olmeca  que está presente en 
estos asentamientos refleja la cosmovisión del gente, donde el gobernante se considera 
divino, demostrado por su capacidad de transformarse en un nahual. Con su capacidad de 
comunicar  con el mundo espiritual, el gobernante olmeca se colocó en el centro absoluto 
del universo. Estos aspectos se visualizan en los relieves felinos de Chalcatzingo que 
representan varias generaciones de gobernantes en sus transformaciones nahualisticas. En 
la mayoría de la ocasiones estos gobernantes felinos se situan sobre personas humanas 
para indicar su poder y dominio sobre la sociedad, mientras los elementos iconográficos 
de los relieves muestran la relación simbólica con el mundo espiritual. El último aspecto 
es visible también en otros relieves del sitio que representan la tarea del gobernante para 
pedir a los espíritus lluvias fértiles que permitan el crecimiento de cultivos en el área 
relativamente seca del asentamiento. En conjunto al concepto de ‘arte corporativo’ queda 
claro que el estado del gobernante se reflejó y se reforzó con la utilización del arte. Así, 
en el sitio de Chalcatzingo los relieves felinos que se localizan sobre el cerro más alto 
reflejan la ideología dominante de sociedades Olmecas Formativas simbolizando el 
enlace entre el gobernante y el cielo. 
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